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Introduction

It is an irony that Afghanistan is less violent after the Taliban returned to
power in Kabul and yet peace and development continues to elude its people.
The ultra-orthodox Islamic State—Khorasan Province (IS-KP) continues to
pose a potent threat to regional security. Even as the Taliban fight the IS-KP
to maintain order to prove that they are in control, their ability to run the
statecraft in a wholesome manner is clearly in question. Women and ethnic
minorities are visibly excluded from the structures of governance. The
economy is fragile and one of worst humanitarian crises is staring the country
in the face as over two million Afghans have returned from Pakistan, Iran,
and other countries. Even as the neighbours of Afghanistan increasingly
engage the Taliban regime—politically and economically—they remain as
worried as they were earlier about the possible spread of Islamist radicalism
in the central-southern Asian region.

The ongoing humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan has forced the
international community to stay engaged with the Taliban regime even as they
flout their own commitments on inclusive governance and women and
minority rights. The Taliban cabinet is remarkably all-Taliban and
overwhelmingly Pashtun, while the non-Pashtuns remain unrepresented at the
highest level. There is neither any promise nor any show of urgency by the
Taliban to correct the anomaly. Women have been flushed out of the
administrative structure and girls’ education is in a state of suspended
animation. However, the Taliban appear to be less ruthless in their behaviour
while executing their policies on minorities and women than they were during
their earlier avatar. The Taliban have learnt how to pursue their conservative
agenda, without provoking the conscience of the international community by
operating below its tolerance threshold.

The Taliban remain deeply critical of the US and the West for not funding
the process of reconstruction and hold them responsible for the deepening
humanitarian crisis. The Ukraine War has had its debilitating effect on food
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supply and its adverse impact on global economy has come down to haunt
states with poor financial structures like Afghanistan most severely.

In these circumstances, the broader international community have found
it problematic to upscale their funding to enable the Taliban to meet the crisis
at hand. There is a genuine fear that this might strengthen the hands of the
Taliban and lead to further hardening of their stance on issues that have direct
repercussions on women and minority rights. For them, quite demonstrably
so, the Taliban are known for making false promises and helping them tide
over the economic crisis would only add to their stature and stubbornness.

MP-IDSA’s South Asia Centre has been closely following the developing
situation in Afghanistan. It had organised a conference in virtual mode as
early as in December 2021 to discuss the possible implications of the return
of the Taliban to power Afghanistan. Some of the scholars and analysts who
were invited to the virtual conference to share their perspectives on the theme
later agreed to contribute papers for an edited volume on Afghanistan under
Taliban. To expand the scope of the volume, more scholars and experts from
the wider region were subsequently approached. The papers received have
gone through several reiterations in the course of time and have been updated
by most of the authors until early 2025. It is important to state that amidst the
recent developments in West Asia (or the Middle East), the edited volume
retains the focus on the situation in Afghanistan.

The edited volume comprises 16 chapters contributed by Afghan, Central
Asian, Iranian, Russian, Western, and Indian scholars and analysts. The
chapters not only dwell on country perspectives but also key issues of concern
to the people of Afghanistan and the wider region. It includes terrorism,
transnational crime, drug production and distribution, the governance system
and the state of education in Afghanistan. The contributions in the volume
paint an unflattering view of the ground reality in Afghanistan, and a
connecting thread of pessimism runs through various analyses.

The primary backers of the Taliban had not recognised the Taliban regime
in Kabul until early this year. Russia finally broke the ranks in July to accord
recognition to the Taliban government. There is an overwhelming consensus
nevertheless that the Taliban would have to at least demonstrate their sincerity
about fulfilling their international commitments without which their
government would not be considered for wider formal recognition.

Unfortunately, the Taliban have gone ahead with their plans to impose an
ultra-orthodox version of Islamic laws, per their interpretation, that militates
against gender rights, modern education, and have excluded the minority
ethnicities from the governing structures. Four years into power, the Taliban
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governing structures remain notably Taliban-only and overwhelmingly
Pashtun-centric. Such inflexibility on their part coupled with the ambivalence
of the international community to invest in Afghan re-reconstruction, which
could bolster up the morale of the Taliban hardliners, characterise the
unfolding strategic scenario in Afghanistan.

This edited volume will help the interested readers in deciphering the
evolving regional dynamics and the strategic games that will be played in
Afghanistan in the coming times.

Vishal Chandra
Editor
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Afghanistan at a Crossroads: Inclusive
Government or Endless Turmoil?

Arian Sharifi

Introduction

Almost four years into Taliban rule, Afghanistan faces an increasingly
uncertain future. The Taliban continue to enforce a rigid theocracy, silencing
opposition, restricting civil liberties, and denying women access to education
and public life. Meanwhile, the economy is shrinking, unemployment is
soaring, poverty is worsening, and the country remains in total diplomatic
isolation. Struggling with growing internal divisions, the Taliban seem
oblivious to the presence of foreign terrorist organisations, expanding
organised crime networks, and emerging military opposition groups that
could pose a serious future challenge. Despite these challenges, however,
there are some positive developments that could mark the first steps toward
steering Afghanistan in the right direction: the war has ended, the security
situation has significantly improved, and opium cultivation has dropped by an
unprecedented 90 percent. Most warlords have been subdued, corruption has
declined, and state control has been reestablished over the entire country for
the first time in nearly half a century.

The Taliban face a critical choice: they can build on recent positive
developments to guide Afghanistan toward lasting peace, stability, and
prosperity, or they can persist with their current approach, pushing the country
into a new phase of war, bloodshed, and foreign interference, leading not only
to a potential disintegration of Afghanistan, but also posing a serious threat to
the region and beyond. What is certain is that the status quo is unsustainable.
To avert further crisis, the Taliban must act swiftly to implement sweeping
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reforms, leading to the establishment of a constitutional government that
ensures meaningful political inclusion and guarantees the fundamental rights
of all Afghan men and women. Such reforms would bolster domestic
legitimacy, open the door to international recognition, and lay the groundwork
for economic recovery and development. If they fail to seize this opportunity,
Afghanistan risks descending into another cycle of violence and becoming an
epicenter for global terrorism and transnational organised crime.

This chapter explores four key trends that, if left unaddressed, could push
Afghanistan into renewed conflict and instability with grave implications for
the security and stability of the region and beyond. These include: internal
divisions within the Taliban, presence of regional and global terrorist groups,
rise of anti-Taliban resistance, and expansion of illicit economy and drug
smuggling. A brief threat assessment follows the analysis of each of these
factors. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion on the steps needed to
avert these risks and give Afghanistan a chance to recover and rejuvenate,
setting it on a path toward lasting stability.

A. INTERNAL DIVISIONS WITHIN THE TALIBAN

At present, four major fault lines exist within the Taliban, which continue to
widen rifts within the movement:

1. Tribal Division: The historical power politics between the two main
Pashtun tribes—Durrani and Ghilzai—is manifesting within the
Taliban, creating a serious rift in the movement.! While the rivalry
between the Durrani and Ghilzai Taliban existed from the outset, the
contest was substantially exacerbated after their return to power.?
Sources in Kabul report that problems on this grid have become
severe and have caused political discontent and some violent
skirmishes between the two.? Given its historical roots, the Durrani—
Ghilzai rivalries within the Taliban feed into other rifts, fueling
political incoherence, potential structural disintegration, and even
violent conflict.

2. Factional Fragmentation: Related to the tribal rivalry within the
Taliban is the structural rift between the Quetta Shura and the
Haqqgani Network—the two main factions within the movement. The
Haqqgani Network predates the Taliban movement by at least two
decades, and while it joined the Taliban in the early months of the
movement’s conception in the mid-1990s, the Hagqanis maintained
their de facto autonomy and their main power base in eastern
Afghanistan.* Now in the seat of power, both the factions are
attempting to gain key positions in the government. The Quetta
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Shura Taliban, being the founders and the majority, hold the largest
share of power,’ while the Hagganis claim they deserve more, given
they had led some of the most daring attacks against Western and
Afghan forces, including some of the most gruesome suicide
missions during the two-decade war.°

ldeological Fragmentation: The stark disagreements between the
hardliners and more pragmatic Taliban leaders further intensify the
rifts within the Taliban movement. Figures such as supreme leader
Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada, Mullah Mohammad Hassan,
Qayoom Zakir, Sadr Ibrahim, Mullah Tajmir Jawad, and others are
hardliners. They believe that the Taliban must maintain their loyalty
to their strict ideological roots, excluding all non-Taliban political
figures from the government, and implement puritanical laws and
regulations.” On the other hand, individuals like Mullah Abdul
Ghani Baradar, Sirajuddin Haqqani, Mullah Amir Khan Muttaqi,
Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai, and some others within the
leadership, take a more pragmatic approach.® They advocate for
inclusion in the government structure and moderation in policy,
arguing that both would help in gaining domestic legitimacy and
foreign recognition. This difference of opinion has created a major
rift within the Taliban leadership.

Structural Fragmentation: The final crack within the Taliban
movement is due to the differences of opinion between the
leadership and some mid-level commanders. For years, the nucleus
of the Taliban’s war machine has been the Delgais—units of 70 to
90 fighters led by a Delgai Meshr or commander.” While under the
overall command of the top leadership, the Delgai Meshrs have
always enjoyed great autonomy in combat decisions at the
operational and tactical levels and have had direct operational
relations with foreign terrorist groups.'” Since the Taliban took
power over three years ago, there has emerged a rift between the
commanders and the movement’s leadership. The commanders
claim that they have borne the real burden of the war for years, that
the leadership is spoiled with luxurious lifestyles, and that the
leadership is abandoning the mission of a “global jihad” since they
took power in Afghanistan.!! This has resulted in occasional
disobedience of orders and directives issued by the top leadership.
To bring the Delgais under control, the Taliban leaders tried to
dismantle the movement’s structure and integrate the Delgais into
the formal structures of the ministries of defence and interior affairs.
To their dismay, however, the Delgai commanders are said to have
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openly refused such integration and vowed to remain intact in their
old structures.'?

Threat Assessment: The implications of the Taliban’s fragmentation can be
manifold for Afghanistan and the wider region. At least four potential threats
can be assessed as a result of the Taliban’s weakening cohesion:

(a)

Political Instability: Fragmentation within the Taliban movement
can lead to further political instability within Afghanistan, creating
a more conducive environment for radicalism, terrorism, and
organised crime. Given the trans-border nature of these activities,
spillover effects into the region and beyond can be confidently
predicted.

(b) Armed Conflict: Disintegration entails strong potential for armed

(©)

(d)

clashes within the different factions, which can in turn exacerbate
socio-economic problems, leading to both increased outward
migration and spillover of violence into the region and beyond.
Further, violent conflict might cause widespread killing and the
death of innocent people, war crimes, and large-scale human rights
violations, which could eventually compel the international
community to intervene.

Unclear Lines of Communication: While no country has recognised
the Taliban as the government of Afghanistan, many currently
communicate with them as the de facto authorities. Maintaining such
communication is important for carrying out humanitarian
operations and dealing with emergency political and security issues.
Fragmentation within the Taliban eliminates a single address with
which the international community can communicate, leading to
confusion, uncertainty, and unpredictability. In such a situation, the
international community would not be able to hold anyone
accountable for any action, virtually causing a situation of chaos and
instability.

Favourable Environment for Foreign Terrorists: Fragmentation
within the Taliban makes the environment more conducive for
foreign terrorist groups, as they can play one faction against another
to their benefit. Factions could have special relations with foreign
terrorist groups without other factions’ knowledge and without the
possibility of being held accountable by the international community.
The presence and killing of al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri is
one example of this, as some observers, including Zalmay Khalilzad,
the former US Special Envoy for Afghanistan, suggest that only
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some Taliban may have known about Zawahiri’s presence in
Kabul.'?

B. PRESENCE OF REGIONAL AND GLOBAL
TERRORIST GROUPS

According to sources, many groups, including Pakistani, Central Asian,
Chinese, and Arabare present in Afghanistan.'* According to the UN Security
Council, the largest group is believed to be the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP) with upwards of 6,500 fighters in the country, allegedly using
Afghanistan’s territory to plan, stage, and conduct attacks in Pakistan.'?
Besides TTP, other groups, including the Chinese Turkistan Islamic Party
(TIP), Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), Tajikistani Jamaat-e-
Ansarullah, and Khatiba-e-Imam Bukhari, are believed to be present in
Afghanistan. While their numbers are hard to pinpoint, these groups aim to
use the Afghan territory to train and then infiltrate Central Asia, China, and
Russia to conduct attacks.'®

Al-Qaida seems to remain consistently present in Afghanistan, primarily
focusing on advising, training, and relation-building with other terrorist
groups.!” Despite keeping a low profile, the group is believed to continue to
disseminate propaganda to bolster recruitment and gradually rebuild its
operational capacity. While its ability to conduct large-scale attacks remains
limited, but its intent remains strong, reinforced by the capabilities of its
affiliates to carry out external operations. The Taliban deny al-Qaeda’s
existence in Afghanistan, stating that there might be a handful of old al-Qaeda
members in the country who live normal lives and are under strict surveillance
and control by the Taliban.'®

The Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP), meanwhile, continues to
show resilience in the face of heightened Taliban offensives. Since coming to
power about four years ago, the Taliban have managed to significantly
weaken ISKP, clearing all territory, including its strongholds in eastern
Afghanistan.!” As such, ISKP’s leadership, including its leader Sanaullah
Ghaffari, is believed to have moved to the Baluchistan area of Pakistan while
the group operates underground cells in Afghanistan.”® Using these cells,
ISKP has managed conduct high profile attacks against the Taliban, including
the killing of the Acting Minister of Refugees, Khalil Haqqani, in December
2024.2! In 2024, ISKP also conducted many attacks in the broader region,
including the Kerman double suicide bombing in Iran, as well as the Crocus
City Hall attack in Moscow, both of which were believed to have links to
ISKP’s presence in Afghanistan.??
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Threat Assessment: The composition of the foreign terrorist groups in
Afghanistan signifies the wide range of threats they pose to the country, the
region and beyond. These groups have intended to conduct terrorist attacks
on the world stage and are now assembling people to use the Afghan territory
as a haven. Given the geographical proximity, countries in the region,
including the Central Asian states, China, Russia, and India, could become
the first destinations for targets, followed by Europe and North America.
Threats could be posed in at least five ways:

(a)

(b)

Coordinated Member Attacks: Terrorist groups could plan, stage,
coordinate, and conduct attacks across the world, using the Afghan
territory as a haven, and utilising all resources that are now at their
disposal—training grounds, volunteers, financial resources, access
to weapons and explosives, means of communication, and others.
These attacks would be carried out by group members, planned and
facilitated by groups from inside Afghanistan and their cells
worldwide.

Lone Conspirator Attacks: Terrorist groups from inside Afghanistan
could facilitate the preparation of attacks carried out single-handedly
by lone individuals affiliated with the groups worldwide. Facilitation
of the precursor activities—preparation of needed funds, weapons
and explosives, selection and surveillance of targets, know-how and
knowledge of attacks, and others—is a critical component of
terrorism. Without safe havens and resources from terrorist groups
at terrorist groups’ disposal, conducting these activities is extremely
difficult for lone actors.

(c) Affiliated Loner Attacks: Terrorist groups with footing in

(d)

Afghanistan can send their affiliated members to various target
destinations with general ideas of attacks, and who would then plan,
stage, and conduct operations on their own without receiving any
further assistance from the groups. Such attacks are difficult to
predict and prevent, since individual attackers often act on their own
without much or any communication with their groups. Again, the
existence of groups in safe havens is critical for these lone actors’
identification, recruitment, radicalisation, and motivation.

Lone Wolf Attacks: Terrorist groups in Afghanistan can inspire
individuals who, without any affiliation or communication with any
terrorist group, would plan, stage, and conduct terrorist attacks
worldwide.
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C. RISE OF ANTI-TALIBAN RESISTANCE

Armed resistance against the Taliban is on the rise, albeit in nascent state. So
far, at least 14 armed groups, including the National Resistance Front,
Afghanistan Freedom Front, Supreme Resistance Council, Freedom Uprising,
and others, have sprung up, with many of them claim to conduct military
operations against the Taliban in various parts of the country.>® While these
groups are small now, they could conceivably morph into a large, serious
resistance movement against the Taliban. This is because all the ingredients
needed for the emergence of a formidable resistance against the Taliban are
present: grievances are rising, given the Taliban’s disregard for people’s
rights and values; individuals willing to fight are in abundance; the country is
overrun with weapons and ammunitions, and sponsorships for proxies have
never been in shortage in Afghanistan.

Threat Assessment: While the emergence of anti-Taliban armed resistance
could be used as a pressure point against the Taliban to soften their stances
on political and social rights, the exacerbation of armed conflict in
Afghanistan does not serve the interest of the region and the world. It would
lead to further instability and violence in Afghanistan, which would not only
lead to the killing of innocent people and further destruction of Afghanistan,
but it could also have spillover effects in the region, trigger even larger waves
of migration, and further facilitate the transnational organised criminal
activities, particularly boosting the drug industry.

D. EXPANSION OF ILLICIT ECONOMY AND DRUG SMUGGLING

There has traditionally been a symbiotic relationship between transnational
terrorism and transnational organised crime, each feeding the other. At least
seven types of transnational organised criminal activity are present in
Afghanistan, threatening the security of the country, the region, and the world.
These include the narcotics trade, cannabis trade, arms smuggling, illicit
mining, human trafficking, human smuggling, flora crimes, and fauna
crimes.? Sources interviewed by the author confirmed that narcotics, illicit
mining, and illicit logging are instrumental in providing financial resources
for many of the terrorist groups in Afghanistan, including ISKP.? While the
Taliban’s ban on opium cultivation has drastically decreased production, a
decrease in supply has led to a seven-fold increase in prices, driving the profit
from the industry to unprecedented highs.? Illicit mining and logging are also
said to have greatly increased since the Taliban’s takeover, as ‘they have
abandoned the lengthy bidding and contracting procedures of the previous
government, and handle the sale of these resources as if they personally

owned them’.?”’



8 Afghanistan under Taliban

The Taliban vowed to disrupt all illicit economic activities, including the
drug industry®® and illegal mining and logging, to project the image of a strong
national government domestically and a responsible state internationally.
However, these activities provide livelihood for a large number of the rural
Afghan population, as well as powerful strongmen whose support the Taliban
urgently needs. Any move to disrupt these activities would anger large swaths
of the population, offend powerful tribal leaders, undercut major support for
the Taliban government, and deny the Taliban the badly needed sources of
income. As a result, the Taliban seem to have allowed and taxed the opium
production and trade in the south, joined forces with warlords that run the
illicit mineral extraction in the north, and turned a blind eye to illicit logging
by tribes in the east.?’ Some of the proceeds from these illicit economies return
to Afghanistan, but most outflows into the region and the world, particularly
Pakistan, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates, for investment.*

Threat Assessment: Given the transnational nature of organised criminal
activities and their close ties to transnational terrorism, their spread and
persistence have a global impact. Drug flows from Afghanistan into Pakistan,
Iran, Central Asian states, China, Russia, Turkey, and Europe are on the rise,
including heroin, opium, methamphetamine, and cannabis, among others. In
addition to these drugs, other illicit activities such as illegal mining, logging,
and the smuggling of small arms and light weapons continue to thrive in the
unstable environment in Afghanistan. Since illicit goods often require wealthy
consumers, Central Asia, the Gulf, and Europe have become primary
destinations for many of these products, with European markets particularly
sought after due to their large consumer base with disposable income. While
Europe has been a significant destination for such goods for decades, the
sharp increase in production and the ease of smuggling following the
Taliban’s return to power have exacerbated this trend. The negative
consequences for the region are far-reaching, ranging from public health and
security issues to crime, instability, erosion of legal order, and widespread
human rights violations.

Conclusion

An Afghanistan ruled exclusively by the Taliban under a rigid theocracy not
only risks plunging the country into a new phase of violence and instability
but also poses a significant threat to regional and global security. This danger
is already materialising, as foreign terrorist groups and transnational criminal
organisations with networks spanning the region, Europe, and North America
concentrate within Afghanistan. While countering some of these groups’
activities beyond Afghanistan’s borders may provide short-term relief, a
lasting solution requires the establishment of an inclusive government—one
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that reflects the will of the Afghan people, engages with the international
community, denies safe havens and resources to terrorist groups, disrupts
illicit economic activities, and remains accountable to global standards.

However, achieving such a transformation is no simple task. The Taliban,
having seized power following the collapse of the Republic, feel entitled to
their rule. Hardline factions within the movement believe they can sustain
their exclusionary governance, enforce puritanical policies, and continue
harbouring extremist groups committed to global jihad. In contrast, more
pragmatic elements within the Taliban leadership recognise that maintaining
the status quo may neither be feasible nor desirable. They acknowledge the
need for change and the establishment of a more inclusive political framework.

The international community has a critical role in shaping the outcome in
favour of moderation and inclusivity. To ensure that pragmatic voices within
the Taliban prevail, global and regional actors must engage with and empower
Taliban leaders who advocate for reform, apply diplomatic pressure on
hardliners, and support responsible, educated Afghan political figures in exile.
By facilitating the formation of a strong political platform, these efforts can
help bridge the gap between the Taliban and the international community,
paving the way for the creation of a legitimate, inclusive government in
Afghanistan.
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The Future of US Policy in Afghanistan

Michael Kugelman

The US withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021 was a watershed
moment for American foreign policy. In the immediate term, because of the
chaotic nature of the final phase of the withdrawal, US credibility came into
question and Washington incurred some reputational costs.! More broadly,
the withdrawal reflected the Joe Biden administration’s broader goal of
downsizing the US military presence overseas, in order to focus more fully
on its Indo-Pacific policy and competition with China.

The withdrawal also raised questions about the future of US interests in
Afghanistan, and in broader South Asia. Critics of the withdrawal argued that
a reduced US presence in the region would embolden China, Iran, Pakistan,
and Russia—all key regional players who happen to be bitter rivals or difficult
partners of Washington—and prompt them to fill the vacuum in Afghanistan
left by the United States.> Such predictions have so far largely proven false:
Much of the region has been cautious about deepening its footprint in
Afghanistan, preferring to wait and watch and see how the Taliban address
concerns about women’s rights and—even more—terrorism.>

Still, the US withdrawal has produced major shifts for the geopolitics of
Afghanistan and its neighbours. Most Central and South Asian states—
including India—have taken steps to deepen engagement with the Taliban
regime, albeit without formally recognising it.* In early 2023, a Chinese firm
inked an oil exploration deal with the Taliban—the first known energy
extraction agreement between an international actor and the Taliban since the
group retook power in 2021. In October 2023, Beijing invited the Taliban to
attend a forum marking 10 years of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. And in
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January 2024, China accepted the credentials of a Taliban-appointed
representative to serve as ambassador in Beijing—a gesture that came close
to extending formal recognition to the Taliban regime. While Beijing has
conducted some of the most visible outreach to the Taliban, many
governments—including Washington and New Delhi—have held meetings
with Taliban leaders since they retook power. With the Taliban facing no
viable opposition, the region appears to have concluded that it has little choice
but to engage.

And yet, questions endure about the future of US engagement with
Afghanistan, post-withdrawal. America has a lot of clout because of its long-
time presence in Afghanistan. It still retains influence in Afghanistan post-
withdrawal due to its sanctions on many Taliban leaders. There are billions of
Afghan Central Bank assets frozen in US financial institutions. The US has
also been a top supplier of humanitarian assistance. How Washington crafts
its future policy toward Afghanistan matters greatly for Afghanistan and its
neighbours because of all these factors.

This paper offers reflections on the future of US policy in Afghanistan.
The focus is on US objectives and interests in Afghanistan post-withdrawal,
with attention given to the immediate term, intermediate term, and longer
term. The paper’s main argument is that, moving forward, the US policy will
be narrowly focused and modest in scope. In the short term, it will largely
revolve around issues like securing the release of Americans held captive and
monitoring terrorist threats, while further down the road it may focus more on
developing a deeper counterterrorism capacity to be wielded from outside
Afghanistan. Beyond the short term, US policy with Afghanistan will depend
on factors such as policy bandwidth, the nature of the terrorist threat in
Afghanistan, relations with Pakistan, and the key question of who holds
power in Kabul.

Historical Context: A Longstanding Desire to Depart

The US withdrawal from Afghanistan has resulted in a more limited and
modest American policy. It bears mentioning, however, that US officials had
long telegraphed a preference for downsizing policy in Afghanistan.’ For
many years, Washington had had its eyes on the exits, and going back even
further, US officials were willing to reduce America’s role in the country even
with troops still on the ground. In March 2003, at the very moment when the
Taliban—overthrown by US forces just over a year earlier—were starting to
plan for the launch of an insurgency against American forces and the allied
Afghan Government, the George W. Bush administration launched an
invasion of Iraq, causing it to take its eye off the ball in Afghanistan.
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Later, in 2009, President Barack Obama announced a troop surge but at
the same time stated that within 18 months a phased withdrawal of troops
would begin. In 2014, the US formally ended its combat war and transitioned
to training and advising mission in Afghanistan.

Obama’s successor, Donald Trump, was never comfortable staying in
Afghanistan. He announced a policy in 2017 that entailed staying the course
and even adding more troops, but he soon decided to execute a full withdrawal,
resulting in negotiations with the Taliban that in 2020 would result in an
agreement calling for all US troops to leave by May 2021. So, when President
Biden announced in April 2021 that he would uphold Trump’s decision to
withdraw, he was echoing the sentiments of several predecessors. In fact,
Biden himself had long been opposed to a long-term presence in Afghanistan.
As Obama’s vice president, he was one of the most vocal opponents of the
2009 surge, his boss’s decision to make large increases in troop deployments
to Afghanistan.

In effect, US policy had been gradually moving toward a withdrawal
decision for quite some time.

Future US Policy: Immediate Priorities

Future US policy in the near term is simple. The second Trump administration
will have two chief goals: Press for the release of any Americans still being
held by the Taliban, and track down terrorists that have threatened or targeted
Americans.

The Biden administration successfully negotiated the release of two
Americans, though several others remain in captivity. Shortly after Trump’s
inauguration, Secretary of State Marco Rubio indicated that the Taliban are
holding more American hostages than previously reported, though he didn’t
indicate how many® Trump, whose foreign policy blends transactionalism and
nationalism, will likely push his administration to use whatever leverage it
has to secure the freedom of America’s remaining hostages in Afghanistan—
and elsewhere in the world.

While counterterrorism more broadly is likely to be a more medium-term
objective, as described later in this paper, the Trump administration will look
to identify opportunities where it can in the immediate term apprehend
terrorists that are threats to the US. An example during the early days of the
second Trump administration is instructive. In March 2025, in a joint address
to Congress, Trump revealed that the US, in cooperation with Pakistan, had
tracked down Mohammad Sharifullah, a terrorist with Islamic State-Khorasan
(IS-K, the Afghanistan/Pakistan affiliate of Islamic State) who played a major
role in an attack outside the Kabul airport during the US withdrawal, which
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killed 13 American soldiers and about 170 Afghan civilians.” US intelligence
officials shared information about Sharifullah’s location with Pakistani
counterparts, and Pakistani security forces found him near the border with
Afghanistan and detained him before extraditing him to the US. Trump and
other key senior officials, especially National Security Advisor Michael
Waltz, an Afghanistan war veteran who warned about the dangers of terrorist
groups like Islamic State in the days before the administration took power,
will feel strongly about the immediate-term need to maintain this focus on
counterterrorism.

The Biden administration had pursued two immediate-term goals: One
was to help get out of Afghanistan those Afghan citizens who worked with
the US military or government and held the Special Immigrant Visa (SIV)
status. The other was to try to help ease the humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan.
Neither of those objectives were achieved. In the case of the former,
Washington slowed its pursuit of the goal, even though attaining it remained
elusive. And in the case of the latter, the scale of the challenge militated
against success. The second Trump administration, judging by policy
decisions made early in its term related to refugees and foreign aid (which
included suspending all US foreign aid and taking steps to eliminate the US
Agency for International Development), is unlikely to pursue either of these
goals.

Many of the Afghans that the Biden administration had pledged to help
get out of the country remain there. There are no exact figures on the number
of SIV-status Afghans still in the country, but anecdotally this author—and
others with contacts in Afghanistan—can confidently state that there are still
quite a few Afghans in the country who worked with the US and want to leave,
but cannot. It has fallen to US veterans’ groups and civil society organisations
to spearhead efforts to evacuate those SIV-status Afghans still wanting to
leave. But some of those leading these evacuation efforts have said from the
start that they need help from the US Government in order to succeed.®

The Biden administration allocated the majority of its Afghanistan-
focused policy space to the humanitarian crisis, but with limited success—not
for lack of trying, but rather because of the sheer scale of the crisis. The US
has been one of the biggest bilateral suppliers of humanitarian aid to
Afghanistan post-Taliban takeover.” But those contributions have had limited
effect on a crisis that has included more than 20 million people experiencing
acute hunger and a near total collapse of the country’s healthcare sector, due
to lack of funds. To make matters worse, in the years since the Taliban
takeover, Afghanistan has been hit by a tragic variety of humanitarian
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disasters—droughts, floods, and, during a period of less than two weeks in
October 2023, four major earthquakes in and near the city of Herat.

To make matters even worse, Afghanistan also faces an acute economic
crisis, marked in particular by severe shortages of liquidity. The economic
crisis was triggered in great part by the sharp reduction in foreign
development assistance to Afghanistan after the Taliban, which faces US
sanctions, took over. The Biden administration was aware that humanitarian
assistance—such as food shipments and emergency medical supplies—would
not do enough to address Afghanistan’s broader economic crisis. But its
options for tackling the economic crisis were limited because this would entail
putting money into the hands of the Taliban regime—one that Washington
did not and has not recognised. Washington’s hands were tied for legal
reasons: Funding the Taliban regime would violate the US sanctions regime.

The Biden administration’s hands were also tied for political reasons.
Given the Taliban’s well-chronicled close ties to multiple terrorist groups,
including al-Qaeda, as well as its harsh crackdowns on women’s rights—
which have arguably been more draconian than any world governments,
including that of Saudi Arabia—the Biden administration would have faced a
major political backlash at home if it sent financial assistance to Kabul.
Furthermore, sending money to the Taliban would have amplified just how
much US objectives failed in Afghanistan: The US would have been financing
a regime that it had long vowed to degrade and defeat. That would have had
deleterious political consequences for the Biden administration, and
especially as it approached elections in November 2024.

Accordingly, the Biden administration largely refrained from providing
assistance to the Taliban regime. It did continue to provide humanitarian
assistance to the Afghan people—support that is channelled through the
United Nations (UN) and other international charitable agencies on the
ground. However, even routing funding through trusted international aid
agencies became difficult, given that several international aid groups
suspended operations in Afghanistan after the Taliban in December 2022
announced a new ban on women working for nongovernmental organisations.

Additionally, the Biden administration did look into possible ways of
carving out some exemptions from the US sanctions regime that would have
allowed limited inflows of non-humanitarian economic assistance to
Afghanistan to assist the general public.'® US officials, however, admitted that
it was a hard sell to convince ultra-risk-averse banks and other financial
institutions that any funds they send to Afghanistan will not run afoul of the
American sanctions regime.!' The Biden administration did explore options
for getting $3.5 billion in Afghan central bank assets and frozen in US banks
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back to the Afghan central bank. An executive order announced in February
2022 ensures that these funds would be protected from litigation by some
families of 9/11 attack victims that were trying to gain access to them.!?
Administration officials recognised that the sanctions regime greatly
complicated any attempts to unfreeze those funds, though they still looked
into options."® In September 2022, Washington announced that it would
transfer $3.5 billion in Afghan central bank reserves to a new trust fund based
in Switzerland but without any Taliban role in drawing on or disbursing the
fund. The Taliban swiftly rejected this US move. There were no other notable
developments with the central bank reserves during the Biden era.

The Biden administration did consider a series of middle ground options
proposed by scholars and analysts that went further than simply providing
humanitarian aid but fell short of ending sanctions and unfreezing frozen
assets. These included calls for releasing some funds in order to bring relief
to critical areas that would not benefit the Taliban directly. Examples included
providing funds to reputable Afghan banks to ease the liquidity crisis; to
public servants to pay their salaries, especially in the health and education
sectors; and to critical infrastructure like roads and bridges that facilitate basic
service delivery.'* There was little indication, however, of forward movement
on policy levels with any of these ideas.

The Biden administration had open communication channels with the
Taliban, meaning that formal recognition was not needed for access to the
group. Senior Biden administration officials met with and negotiated with
Taliban leaders multiple times after the Taliban takeover. Additionally, US
immediate-term goals in Afghanistan post-withdrawal were narrowly focused,
meaning the Biden administration didn’t have to be ambitious in its relations
with the Taliban. Furthermore, it designated Qatar, a close US partner, as the
country to represent US interests in Taliban-led Afghanistan. This move was
another indication that Washington had little interest, not to mention—given
the sanctions regime—ability to recognise the Taliban regime.

This dynamic will likely remain in place with the Trump administration
over the immediate term. It will engage with the Taliban when it needs to
pursue its interests—such as on the matter of pressing for the release of
captive Americans. It likely also won’t hesitate to convey its concerns to the
Taliban about terrorism in Afghanistan. Additionally, while the Trump
administration, as of its first few months in power, had not signaled whether
it will honor the Biden decision to have Qatar represent US interests in
Afghanistan, it will likely be perfectly comfortable deferring to trusted
partners on matters like Afghanistan, which won’t be a strategic priority for
the administration.
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Though the Trump administration is unlikely to prioritise humanitarian
assistance and other support to the Taliban, it may use the possibility of such
aid as leverage. Trump, for example, has demanded that the Taliban return
US-made weaponry that it seized from collapsing Afghan security forces. He
may hold out the prospect of assistance—such as humanitarian aid, or the
release of Afghan central bank funds—to try to get the Taliban to agree to
send back weaponry. While this would be a hard sell—the Taliban are highly
unlikely to return arms they regard as their own—the Taliban’s political
leadership in Kabul badly seeks more international assistance to address
significant economic stress."

The Trump administration, however, will confront a key challenge on
immediate-term Afghanistan policy that its predecessor did not: There is a
sharp difference of view within the administration on how to approach the
Taliban. Trump, who oversaw the talks with the Taliban that led to the 2020
Doha accord, appears willing to engage with the Taliban. He would be
comfortable authorising his administration to negotiate with the group over
the release of captive Americans, and possibly even to discuss
counterterrorism concerns—IS-K is a shared US-Taliban threat. Biden
administration officials grudgingly acknowledged that the Taliban, through
its ground offensives against IS-K, has indirectly been helpful to the US.
Trump may also be willing to make this acknowledgement, and to be content
with deferring to Taliban efforts to manage the IS-K threat inside Afghanistan.

However, Waltz, Trump’s national security advisor, is a Taliban hawk.
He opposed the US withdrawal from Afghanistan and wanted American
forces to stay there to fight terrorists.'® He is a harsh critic of the Taliban, and
has described its rule as a caliphate that enables IS-K, al-Qaeda, and other
groups. He may be less comfortable than his boss would be about engaging
with the Taliban. This difference in views—unless it is bridged—could have
implications for the administration’s immediate-term Afghanistan policy on
various levels, from its approach to talks with the Taliban over captive
Americans to any considerations about sending assistance to Afghanistan to
how the US tackles its terrorism concerns.

Future US Policy: The Medium Term

As we move closer to 2026, the aforementioned short-term goals will likely
continue to be in place. It is difficult to predict what new objectives may
emerge, but one strong possibility relates to counterterrorism.

The Biden administration vowed to build an “over-the-horizon”
counterterrorism capacity, which would enable America to monitor and if
need be target terrorist threats in Afghanistan—all from outside the country.
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For the first year after the US withdrawal, this goal took a back seat. It does
not appear to have been a major issue of focus at the Pentagon.!” And yet, in
July 2022, nearly a year after US forces left Afghanistan, President Biden
announced that a US drone strike had taken out al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-
Zawabhiri in Kabul. It was the first confirmed US drone strike or any type of
kinetic American counterterrorism operation in Afghanistan since the US
withdrawal.

The hit on Zawabhiri hinted at the possibility that the Biden administration
may well redirect attention to the issue of terrorism. Counterterrorism has
long been the main lens through which US officials in multiple
administrations have looked at Afghanistan. Counterterrorism was why US
forces entered Afghanistan to start with. All four wartime US presidents
identified it as a key objective. Biden, who made the formal decision to
withdraw, justified that decision by saying the US had achieved its original
counterterrorism goals—but he also vowed to track down the perpetrators of
the deadly IS-K attack near the Kabul airport during the final days of the
withdrawal.

In a speech announcing the operation against Zawahiri, Biden made clear
his intention to maintain a post-withdrawal focus on counterterrorism:

When I ended our military mission in Afghanistan almost a year ago,
I'made a decision that after 20 years of war, the United States no longer
needed thousands of boots on the ground in Afghanistan to protect
America from terrorists who seek to do us harm. I made a promise to
the American people that we’d continue to conduct effective
counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan and beyond. We’ve done
just that.'8

As illustrated by the operation to take out Zawahiri, US security interests
benefit in a big way from the existence of an over-the-horizon capacity. The
default plan, which likely was deployed in the Zawahiri raid, has been to use
existing US military bases in the Arab Gulf region as staging grounds for
counterterrorism activities. But these bases are far from Afghanistan.
Counterterrorism operations cannot be very effective when assets are so far
from the target area. Even worse, US military assets, particularly aircraft,
would need to fly around Iran, where the US does not have overflight rights,
to get over to Afghanistan.

The Biden administration’s attempts to ease tensions with Tehran failed.
The horrific terrorist attack by the Palestinian militant group Hamas—which
is sponsored by Tehran—on Israel in October 2023, along with Iranian
support for Hamas, Hezbollah, and Houthi rebels amid increasing
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destabilisation in the Middle East in 2023 and 2024, effectively ended any
hope of a less hostile US-Iran relationship.

This means that Iran is highly unlikely to consider providing any airspace
rights to Washington—even though the two countries did quietly cooperate
on Afghanistan issues during the early years of the war there.!® The
implication here is that despite the successful mission to take out Zawabhiri,
US over-the-horizon capacity could stand to improve in a big way. US
officials and counterterrorism experts admitted as much in the days after the
operation, noting that going after a single top target is, in the words of former
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) analyst Beth Sanner, ‘a whole different
ball of wax’ compared to a more complex and broader effort to prevent
Afghanistan from once again becoming a sanctuary for transnational terrorist
groups.” To that end, in March 2023, General Michael Kurilla, head of U.S.
Central Command (CENTCOM) estimated that IS-K could stage ‘an external
operation against U.S. or Western interests abroad in under six months.’?!
Indeed, in 2023 and 2024, IS-K, from its base in Afghanistan, demonstrated
a growing capacity to project a threat to the West, including the US. Several
IS-K plots were reportedly foiled in the West, including in the US.?

US diplomatic attempts to address these challenges produced limited
results in the Biden era. There were no known new deals with any of
Afghanistan’s neighbours, post-US withdrawal, which would have allowed
America to base troops on their soil or to have intelligence-sharing
mechanisms in place. The one exception may be Pakistan. In October 2021,
Washington and Islamabad were reportedly negotiating a new accord that
would give America permission to use Pakistani airspace.?® US aircraft often
used Pakistani airspace during the war in Afghanistan. But even if it retains
this benefit in the post-withdrawal era, Washington would need more to have
a truly robust over-the-horizon capacity.?* The operation that took out IS-K
member Sharifullah in March 2025 demonstrated that the US can still
cooperate on counterterrorism with Pakistan in the post-withdrawal era. But
the operation didn’t require over-the-horizon capacity: Sharifullah was
reportedly based in, and apprehended on, the Pakistan side of the
Afghanistan—Pakistan border.

Under the circumstances currently in place, it is quite difficult for the US
to monitor and manage terrorism threats in Afghanistan. Ultimately, however,
the extent to which the Trump administration eventually focuses on
developing an over-the-horizon capacity for Afghanistan will depend on three
key factors.

First is bandwidth. The Trump administration hopes to reduce the US’s
global footprint. Its main areas of foreign policy focus will be trying to end
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the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East and engaging in its competition with
China. The administration will have limited bandwidth to focus on
Afghanistan. That said, if the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East end or
deescalate in a big way, or if competition with Beijing were to recede, the
administration may choose to allocate more policy space to Afghanistan.

Second is the evolution of the terrorism threat in Afghanistan.
Washington worries most about terrorism that poses a threat to US interests,
not to mention the US homeland. In effect, the administration will be
particularly inclined to pursue over-the-horizon capacity if it believes that
terrorist groups in Afghanistan are developing, or could soon develop, the
ability to carry out attacks far beyond Afghanistan. Currently, al-Qaeda is
much weaker than it was in the pre-9/11 era, but IS-K has demonstrated a
growing capacity to project a threat to US interests, both abroad and to the US
homeland itself. The Trump administration would not seek to build a counter-
terrorism capacity simply to reduce terrorist attacks in Afghanistan, or even
cross-border terror attacks in Pakistan or Central Asia. The core goal is to
ensure that terrorists do not have the capacity to carry out longer-range attacks
that can strike US interests or soil far beyond Afghanistan.

Accordingly, if US officials believe that either al-Qaeda or IS-K is
strengthening their capacities and could pose a broader transnational threat,
then American policymakers will have a stronger incentive to focus more on
building up Washington’s counterterrorism capability. One indication that
could show that al-Qaeda and IS-K are successfully developing the capacity
to threaten US interests, nationals, and territory is increasing financial,
manpower, and weapons support from the various other terrorist groups that
operate in Afghanistan—most of which are allied with al-Qaeda. Another
indication would be inflows of foreign fighters into Afghanistan that are from,
or have prior experience operating in, areas far beyond Afghanistan—
especially Europe or even the United States.

In a television interview in January 2025, soon before the second Trump
administration took office, Waltz suggested that terrorism concerns in
Afghanistan will be coming into sharp focus in the months ahead. Waltz
emphasised the need to ‘keep a lid on ISIS and al-Qaeda,” including in
Afghanistan. He also called for a new counterterrorism strategy, noting that
the Taliban ‘have a caliphate again in Afghanistan, where ISIS and al-Qaeda
are brewing...We have to do a complete day one relook.’%

A third key factor that will impact the likelihood of Washington focusing
on building up over-the-horizon capacities is the US relationship with
Pakistan, Afghanistan’s eastern neighbour. Despite a fraught relationship,
Pakistan did provide counterterrorism assistance to Washington during the
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war in Afghanistan that enabled the US to pursue some of its security interests
in Afghanistan. These include intelligence support, airspace rights, ground
and air transit privileges, and basing arrangements for the launching of US
drones. If Washington were able to gain back some of these privileges,
thereby lessening its reliance on faraway resources in the Middle East, then
building out its over-the-horizon capacity would be a more doable prospect.

During the early years of the war in Afghanistan, the US did benefit from
similar support from several Central Asian states. During the Biden
administration, the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the hostile state of
relations between Washington and Moscow made the possibility of Russia’s
backyard providing military support to the United States quite unlikely.?
However, the return of President Trump, who takes a more restrained view of
Moscow than did his predecessor, might create an opening for some form of
US—Russia cooperation on terrorism in Afghanistan (or some degree of buy-
in from Moscow on the US partnering with Central Asian states), and
especially if the war in Ukraine were to end and provide Moscow with more
policy space. Afghanistan-based terrorism is a major concern to Moscow, and
especially after IS-K—which has long recruited jihadists from Central Asia—
claimed a devastating attack on a Moscow nightclub in 2024 that killed 145
people.

Still, because of geography and its past history of counterterrorism
partnership with Washington, Pakistan would be the key player in any US
considerations about engagements with external players to assist
Washington’s over-the-horizon approaches. And yet, the future of US-
Pakistan relations is uncertain.’’” A new Pakistani government took office in
April 2022 following the ouster via no confidence vote of Prime Minister
Imran Khan. The new government called for strong relations with
Washington but it was a weak government that struggled to ease a severe
economic crisis. The same government returned to power after national
elections in January 2024, though it is also unpopular because many
Pakistanis believe it benefited from a rigged election.

With some exceptions, most of the high-level bilateral engagements with
Pakistan in the Biden era focused on non-security issues. US security
assistance to Pakistan remained suspended, after Trump froze it back in 2018.
This made forward movement on security cooperation quite elusive.?® Two
developments during the early days of the second Trump administration—
US—Pakistan cooperation on the Sharifullah operation, and Washington’s
release of nearly $400 million to finance maintenance of Pakistan’s fleet of
F-16 fighter jets—suggested some receptivity within the administration to
engage with Pakistan on security issues. Still, the presence of harsh critics of
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Pakistan within the administration (including Trump himself), the Trump
administration’s strong commitment to security partnership with India, and
Pakistan’s deep defence alliance with China, among factors, impose limits on
the possibilities of a renewed bilateral security partnership in the second
Trump administration.

Even if there were to be new US commitments to Afghanistan-focused
US—Pakistan security cooperation, there would be major obstacles. If the US
were to resume operational and kinetic forms of cooperation with Pakistan,
this could prompt terrorists to target Americans or American interests in
Pakistan. With the exception of IS-K, terrorist groups active in Pakistan—
including the most potent one, Tehreek-e-Taliban (TTP)—do not currently
target or even threaten American nationals. The Trump administration would
not want to pursue any policy that could put American nationals more at risk.

Additionally, while both Washington and Islamabad view IS-K as a threat,
Pakistan is much more concerned about the Afghanistan-based TTP, which
has dramatically scaled up attacks in Pakistan since the Taliban re-took power.
While Washington worries about the TTP as well, its main focus of any over-
the-horizon plans would be IS-K (and what remains of al-Qaeda), not TTP
(which in Washington’s view does not presently pose a direct threat to the
US). This disconnect in terrorist threat perceptions could militate against any
future US—Pakistan counterterrorism cooperation in Afghanistan.

Despite these challenges, Pakistan’s powerful military, which has long
driven security relations with Washington, will seek some form of
counterterrorism partnership with Washington. It began this pitch during the
Biden era. It exploited growing concerns in Washington about Afghanistan-
based terrorism, emphasising how it is a shared US—Pakistan anxiety. The
military likely also sought to leverage its own importance in US—Pakistan
relations; most US administrations have viewed Pakistani military and
intelligence officials as critical interlocutors. Officer-to-officer ties have
generally been warm, even when bilateral relations more broadly are shaky.
This may explain why US assistance for Pakistani military education and
training programmes has tended to be exempted from freezes on American
security aid.

These Pakistani pitches will likely intensify in the second Trump era. The
military will be aware of Waltz’s strongly worded expressions of concern
about terrorism in Afghanistan, and it knows that Trump shares these
concerns. The military will also hope that its willingness to act expeditiously
to track down Sharifullah will sharpen Washington’s interest in a new
partnership.
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The main reason why Pakistan’s military seeks a new security partnership
with the US—besides its need for more aid and weaponry—is its inability on
its own to curb a worsening TTP threat. The Taliban in Afghanistan, close
allies with TTP, have been unwilling to target the group’s bases and fighters
in that country. During the Biden era, the Taliban did mediate talks between
TTP leaders and Pakistani officials, but those talks went nowhere, and
Pakistani forces would subsequently stage several cross-border strikes on
what they claimed were TTP bases. Such activities did little to address the
problem, and likely prompted the Taliban to double down in its refusal to help
Pakistan curb the TTP threat in Afghanistan.

The Biden administration, while open to exploring some forms of
counterterrorism cooperation with Islamabad, and willing to participate in
several rounds of counterterrorism dialogue, was generally unreceptive to a
new formal security partnership. This was not just because it did not view
TTP as a threat to the US, but also because it was focused on priorities
elsewhere.”? In 2023, US officials acknowledged that the Taliban’s own
efforts to curb the threat posed by IS-K—the only terror group in Afghanistan
with which the Taliban is not allied—had produced some successes.*® That
same year, the Taliban claimed it had killed the mastermind of the Kabul
airport attack, and US officials reportedly agreed with the Taliban’s
contention.®! This US view that the Taliban was helpful on the IS-K front
likely became another factor that militated against deeper US—Pakistan
counterterrorism cooperation. In effect, Washington likely reasoned that with
the Taliban indirectly helping pursue US counterterrorist goals in Afghanistan,
the US had little need to work with Pakistan.

The Trump administration is likely to take a similarly cautious approach.
It will have little desire to partner with Pakistan on a goal—such as taking on
TTP—that doesnot directly address US interests. It will be willing to
cooperate with Pakistan on the IS-K issue, but likely on a limited and episodic
basis: Instead of seeking a deep partnership, it will look to Pakistan to help
when the US gets actionable information about the location of a sought-after
terrorist. But such cooperation would likely be limited to threats in Pakistan.
Though Pakistan has carried out periodic strikes in Afghanistan against TTP
targets, it is unlikely—given the risks of such operations, and given that they
strain tensions with the Taliban—to use such cross-border activities to go
after IS-K targets, unless those targets had previously hit Pakistan or are
believed to pose a clear and present danger to Pakistan.
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Future US Policy: The Long Game

Predicting longer-term US policy is difficult, but two considerations can help
provide some context for how to think about what to expect in the coming
months and years.

First, the Biden Administration made clear that its biggest priorities were
elsewhere, outside of Afghanistan. Biden himself, in speeches announcing
and justifying his decision to withdraw, indicated that he decided to leave in
great part to be able to focus on what he believed to be more important
issues—climate change, competition with China, and a terrorism threat that
in his view evolved far beyond Afghanistan.?? Later on, the wars in Ukraine
and the Middle East became Washington’s biggest foreign policy priority,
strengthening Biden’s earlier contention that Afghanistan simply is not a top
US priority anymore. Tellingly, in December 2022, US National Security
Adpviser Jake Sullivan said that having US troops out of Afghanistan enhanced
Washington’s options to help the Ukraine military.*® It also bears noting that
Biden once famously sought to diminish Afghanistan’s strategic importance
by telling then Afghan President Hamid Karzai that Pakistan is ‘50 times more
important’ than Afghanistan.>* The Trump administration, with its desire to
play less of a role globally, and with its plans to deploy the bulk of its foreign
policy capital elsewhere, is likely to feel similarly—though it will keep
Afghanistan on the policy radar, mainly due to terrorism concerns.

This suggests that in the longer term, one could see US engagement in
Afghanistan start to diminish. A critical factor determining the extent of
longer-term US engagement with Kabul is the future of the Taliban. So long
as the Taliban remain in power, US engagement will be necessarily limited
due to American sanctions on the group. If the Taliban were to lose power, or
if a viable anti-Taliban resistance emerges that is able to chip away at Taliban
control and results in some form of civil war or other armed conflict, then the
dynamic of US engagement could change. To be sure, in such a scenario,
unlike in the immediate post-9/11 era, Washington would not step in to back
anti-Taliban groups in Afghanistan. But US officials would have to consider
questions about how to orient limited US policies toward Afghanistan,
particularly in terms of pursuing a counterterrorism capacity and helping ease
humanitarian and economic stress. An Afghanistan that is once again at war
would have significant implications for US policy.

Second, considerations about great power rivalry and other strategic
factors are unlikely to prompt Washington to step up engagement in
Afghanistan. While the Ukraine and Middle East conflicts will be among the
top US foreign policy concerns so long as they continue to rage, the biggest
such concern in the long-term will remain competition with China. This
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means that US policymakers will look at the world through the lens of US—
China rivalry. This has prompted some commentators to argue that leaving
Afghanistan was a bad idea because China will step into the vacuum left by
the US and become a prime actor in Afghanistan.

However, as noted at the beginning of this paper, that narrative is flawed.
China has actually been relatively cautious about Afghanistan post-US
withdrawal and has held back from moving in. China has long been willing
to tolerate security risks in the volatile areas it invests in abroad, from Pakistan
to parts of Southeast Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. And yet, it was a cautious
actor in Afghanistan throughout the US-led war. It has some economic assets
there, but it limited its on-ground presence because of security concerns.
China has been and will continue to look for more security assurances before
it aims to scale up its influence and footprint in Taliban-led Afghanistan.

To be sure, a Chinese firm did sign an oil exploration deal with the
Taliban in early 2023. But that was only one deal, and it was announced only
after the Taliban carried out an offensive that apprehended IS-K terrorists
involved in a recent attack on Chinese nationals. Beijing will continue to
closely monitor how the Taliban deal with terrorists on Afghan soil that
threaten China. Consequently, that oil deal should not necessarily be seen as
an opening salvo of a Chinese investment spree. Indeed, so far, the Taliban
have not indicated an ability or willingness to target the groups that worry
China the most—IS-K, The East Turkistan Islamic Movement/Turkistan
Islamic Party (comprised mainly of Uighur militants), and the TTP, which has
targeted Chinese interests in Pakistan.

Additionally, Afghanistan is arguably not a major battleground for US—
China rivalry. Washington and Beijing have cooperated in Afghanistan more
than they have competed in it. They were both members of the Troika Plus, a
key Afghanistan-focused regional diplomatic entity. On multiple levels, the
two see eye to eye on Afghanistan: They want more stability, they want less
terrorism, and they are wary of the Taliban but they are willing to engage with
it. In effect, the China factor will not tempt Washington to increase
engagement in Afghanistan in the longer run because US competition with
China is simply not a major issue in Afghanistan.

Furthermore, during the early days of his second term, President Trump
signaled a desire to ease tensions with Beijing.*> While US economic
competition with Beijing will likely continue if not intensify during his
second administration, Trump’s desire not to get dragged into a conflict with
China could prompt him to pursue an understanding with Beijing that would
make the relationship a bit less contentious. This makes it even less likely that
China’s modest activities in Afghanistan, which wasn’t a prime battleground
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for US—China rivalry even when the broader US—China competition was
raging furiously, would prompt Washington to want to engage more with
Afghanistan to counter Beijing.

Conclusion

This paper argues that future US policy in Afghanistan will be limited in
scope and goals. In the immediate term, the main focus will be on securing
the release of Americans still held there and monitoring terrorist threats to the
US. Washington may engage with the Taliban as part of its efforts to pursue
these goals but it will not recognise the regime.

Beyond the immediate term, and in the aftermath of the successful
mission to target al-Qaeda’s Zawahiri, Washington may be inclined to
intensify its focus on building an over-the-horizon counterterrorism capacity
in Afghanistan, though the likelihood of it doing so will depend on
considerations like policy bandwidth, the evolution of the terrorism threat in
Afghanistan, and US relations with Pakistan.

In the longer term, one can expect US officials to reduce their engagement
with Afghanistan, though the question of who is in power in Afghanistan will
impact the way Washington chooses to align its policy in Afghanistan. If the
Taliban regime were to collapse and there is a resurgence of civil war,
Washington would be unlikely to play a role in backing anti-Taliban
factions—or any factions. This is because the US would have no compelling
interests to do so, unlike in the immediate 9/11 era, when the Taliban’s
hosting of the al-Qaeda leadership prompted the Bush administration to back
the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance.

The takeaway from these observations about future US policy in
Afghanistan is that, as more time goes on, Washington will likely put more
distance between itself and Afghanistan, with the country in Washington’s
rear view mirror and then conceivably disappearing from it altogether. We are
likely to see US increasingly less engaged in Afghanistan in the long term,
with counterterrorism concerns the main factor potentially keeping US
officials focused on the country. That said, increased terror attacks in
Afghanistan will not necessarily prompt stepped-up US attention to
counterterrorism. But if terror groups are perceived to be developing the
ability to project a threat far beyond Afghanistan, so that US interests, citizens,
and soil are impacted, this could trigger more US attention to counterterrorism.

This, then, gets to a key question many have asked about future US policy,
post-withdrawal: Could America ever return to Afghanistan, in the form of a
redeployment of US military assets and forces? This is highly unlikely. The
only possible exception is if the United States were to conclude that there is
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credible evidence and intelligence suggesting that terrorists are actively using
Afghanistan to plot an attack on the US. For Washington, however, the goal
would be to act pre-emptively to reduce or eliminate that threat so that there
is no need to put US boots back on the ground in Afghanistan later on. The
strong preference in Washington would be to rely on the over-the-horizon
capacity to nip transnational terrorist threats in the bud, in order to prevent the
need to redeploy troops to Afghanistan.

While some prominent voices in Washington (including the current
national security advisor) never wanted US forces to leave Afghanistan, the
last two men to occupy the White House—one, Trump, a Republican, the
other, Biden, a Democrat—made clear that they did not favour a US military
presence in Afghanistan. This suggests that there is bipartisan support in
Washington for the view that future US policy in Afghanistan, however it
pans out, will be limited in scope and modest in ambition. It’s a position that
Trump, during his second administration, is likely to embrace as well.
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Central Asia’s Approach Towards Taliban-
controlled Afghanistan

Bruce Pannier

Central Asia shares a nearly 2,300-kilometre border with Afghanistan and
since the five Central Asian countries—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan—became independent in late 1991, when the
Soviet Union collapsed, concerns about Afghanistan have been ever present
for these countries north of the Afghan border. The period when the United
States-led foreign forces were in Afghanistan provided some respite for the
Central Asian states but by 2013, fighting was returning to areas of northern
Afghanistan. By that time, the United States (US) and its foreign allies had
started the gradual withdrawal of their forces from Afghanistan.

The last US troops were not even gone from Afghanistan when the
Taliban entered Kabul on 15 August 2021. But the reaction in Central Asia
was very different than it had been in late September 1996 when the Taliban
first seized Kabul. Much has changed in the way most of the Central Asian
states viewed Afghanistan, and even in the way they viewed the Taliban.
Likely, none of the Central Asian governments is pleased that the Taliban are
their neighbours again, but the situation is different now than it was some 25
years ago.

The Late 1990s

When the Taliban took control of Kabul on 26 September 1996, there was
panic in most of Central Asia. On 4 October 1996, a hastily arranged meeting
of the Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Tajik, and Uzbek presidents, along with Russian
Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin took place in the then capital of
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Kazakhstan, Almaty. The group discussed what to do about the advancing
Taliban forces in Afghanistan. Memories of the Soviet Union’s 1979-1989
war in Afghanistan were fresh and there were disagreements over what
response, if any, the Central Asian states or Russia should make.

Hanging over the meeting was the shadow of Tajikistan’s civil war which
had been raging for more than four years when the Taliban entered Kabul.
Tajik government forces were battling with the United Tajik Opposition
(UTO), a curious coalition of democratic and regional forces dominated by
the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT). Afghanistan’s civil war
started in 1992 just before the outbreak of the civil war in Tajikistan and there
had been concerns since then that the two conflicts could merge, and fighting
could spread to other Central Asian countries. In September 1996, there was
a stalemate in the civil war in Tajikistan and leaders in neighbouring states
were greatly worried about the prospect of Taliban fighters reaching the Tajik
border.

The Central Asian countries had only been independent for about five
years. The leaders of the countries were former members of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). They had little knowledge of Islam but
Islamic groups were suddenly the greatest threat to their security. Russian
Prime Minister Chernomyrdin’s attendance at the October 1996 meeting in
Almaty provided small comfort as Russia had just concluded a ceasefire
agreement in Chechnya in August and withdrawn its forces after battling an
Islamic guerrilla force for 20 months.

Uzbek President Islam Karimov was the only one at the Almaty meeting
who wanted to provide support to the enemies of the Taliban, albeit to
Karimov’s choice of anti-Taliban forces in Afghanistan, ethnic Uzbek field
commander Abdul Rasheed Dostum who guarded the gateway to Uzbekistan
in his stronghold in Mazar-i-Sharif. The meeting ended without any joint
decision and Karimov went on to provide aid to Dostum, and Russia, with the
help of Tajik President Emomali Rahmon (then called Rakhmonov), gave
assistance to the forces of ethnic Tajik field commander Ahmad Shah Masoud,
the legendary Lion of Panjshir who had so effectively battled Soviet forces
from his lair in the Panjshir Valley.

Tajikistan and Uzbekistan are two of the three countries directly
bordering Afghanistan. The third country, Turkmenistan, adopted a different
policy towards events unfolding in Afghanistan. Turkmen authorities made
clear right after the Taliban seized Kabul that it would not enter into any
military alliances and was willing to talk with whoever was in power in
Afghanistan. Turkmenistan had just received the UN-recognised status as a
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neutral country in December 1995, so the government in Ashgabat was
uniquely positioned to deal with all the parties in Afghanistan.

Turkmenistan’s interests in Afghanistan were in any case solely economic.
Turkmenistan is a sparsely inhabited country with a weak military but
possesses the world’s fourth largest reserves of natural gas. However, as a
legacy of its time as a republic of the Soviet Union, Turkmenistan’s only gas
pipelines connected it to the Russian gas pipeline network. When the Taliban
entered Kabul in September 1996, there were already plans for building the
Turkmenistan—Afghanistan—Pakistan—India (TAPI) natural gas pipeline to
bring some 33 billion cubic metres (bcm) of gas through Afghanistan, which
would receive 5 bem, to Pakistan and India, who would each receive 14 bcm.

More than 25 years later, TAPI is still a priority project for Ashgabat, but,
outside of Turkmenistan, hardly any progress has been made on realising the
pipeline. In the mid-1990s, there was still great optimism that TAPI could be
built and Taliban control over Afghanistan seemed, if anything, efficacious
towards reaching that goal. Turkmenistan did not recognise the Taliban
government but allowed the Taliban to establish a representative office in
Ashgabat. And Turkmenistan hosted Afghan peace talks in March 1999.
Though the Turkmen Government had its own interests for engaging with the
Taliban, the relationship Ashgabat developed with the militant group would
be a model for other Central Asian governments more than 20 years later.

In the late 1990s, Turkmenistan was an outlier in its position toward the
Taliban. While the Tajikistan and Uzbek governments supported ethnic Tajik
and Uzbek forces inside Afghanistan, they also fortified their borders, easier
to do for Uzbekistan, with a 158-kilometre border with Afghanistan, than for
Tajikistan, with a 1,344-kilometre border with Afghanistan most of which
zigzags back-and-forth through the Pamir Mountains. Tajik government
forces were still battling the UTO, so the Tajik border with Afghanistan was
mainly guarded by Russian border guards with the help, after September 1992,
of troops from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan, though Kazakhstan
greatly reduced its contingent after 17 of its soldiers were killed in clashes
along the Tajik—Afghan border in April 1995 and Kyrgyzstan followed by
recalling almost all its troops.

The Tajik National Peace Accord was signed on 27 June 1997 and many
felt the UN, and the countries helping, and often urging a deal, Iran and Russia,
were anxious for an end to the Tajik civil war before the Taliban arrived at
Tajikistan’s border.

The Taliban knew the Uzbek and Tajik governments were helping
Dostum and Masoud, respectively, and they warned both the governments not
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to meddle in Afghanistan’s internal affairs. The Taliban chased Dostum from
Mazar-i-Sharif at the start of August 1998. Taliban fighters were at that time
within 20 kilometres of the Tajik border in some areas of northeastern
Afghanistan. Masoud’s forces continued their resistance and both Masoud
and former Afghan President Burhanuddin Rabbani were regularly in
Tajikistan as the battle against the Taliban continued.

The Taliban could not attack either Tajikistan or Uzbekistan directly, but
they found a way to distract the attention of their two hostile northern
neighbours. There were foreign fighters in the ranks of Tajikistan’s opposition
during the Tajik civil war, including citizens of Uzbekistan. These Uzbeks
were welcomed by the Tajik opposition during the war but when peace came
there was suddenly no place for them in Tajikistan. The Tajik peace deal was
just that, a Tajik peace deal, and with no war, there was no longer any need
for foreign fighters.

With the final stage of disarmament of Tajik opposition fighters set for
early August 1999, some of the Uzbek groups in Tajikistan chose to go into
southern Kyrgyzstan where they took a village hostage and then also took
hostage several Kyrgyz officials who were sent there to negotiate. By the end
of August there were several hundred Uzbek militants in the mountains of
southern Kyrgyzstan, and they declared publicly that they were the Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), and their goal was to overthrow Uzbek
President Karimov and his government.

The IMU was led by long-time opponents of Karimov, some of whom
had already been tried in absentia back in Uzbekistan and convicted of
terrorism. From remote hiding places in the rugged Pamir Mountains, the
IMU fought a low intensity campaign in Kyrgyzstan until October 1999 when
winter finally arrived. Then under a deal worked out with Kyrgyz and Tajik
authorities, they were allowed free passage to northern Afghanistan and
helicopters belonging to the Russian border guards in Tajikistan ferried them
there. The Kyrgyz, Tajik, and Uzbek governments hoped they had seen the
last of the IMU.

The IMU already had contacts with the Taliban. The Uzbek and Tajik
governments still opposed the Taliban rule in Afghanistan and were still
helping, to the best of their abilities, those fighting against the Taliban. So,
the Taliban allowed the IMU to regroup and re-arm in northern Afghanistan.
Then in the summer of 2000, the IMU returned to southern Kyrgyzstan and
this time also to south-eastern Uzbekistan. The effect was that the
governments of Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan were forced to divert
their attention to their own internal security problems with far less attention
being paid to what was happening in Afghanistan. This experience helps to
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explain why the Central Asian governments are willing to talk to the Taliban
now.

The situation completely changed after 11 September 2001. When
summer 2001 came, the governments in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and
Uzbekistan were watching and waiting for the reappearance of the IMU. In
late July, the IMU militants attacked a Kyrgyz border post along the Kyrgyz—
Tajik frontier and were repelled. This time, they did not return.

Instead, the IMU fighters remained to assist the Taliban in trying to finish
off Masoud’s forces, which by that time were the last significant obstacle to
total Taliban domination of Afghanistan. The IMU were deployed across
northern Afghanistan’s Takhar and Kunduz provinces when the US bombing
campaign of Afghanistan started. The IMU was decimated in US bombing
strikes in November 2001, the group’s leader was killed, and the remnants of
the IMU were forced to flee to the tribal areas of Pakistan where most of them
remained for more than 10 years. For the first time since the Central Asian
states became independent, there was calm along the Afghan border.

Connecting Central Asia and Afghanistan

International organisations and individual countries rushed to provide aid to
Afghanistan and work to build up its primitive infrastructure. The Asian
Development Bank (ADB) launched its Central Asia Regional Economic
Cooperation (CAREC) programme in 2001 that included a prominent role for
Central Asia in developing Afghanistan. Since independence in 1991, and
during the time the Taliban had been in power, it was easy for Central Asia to
limit contact with Afghanistan because there was not much of what today is
called connectivity.

The only border crossing of significance was the Dustlik (Friendship)
Bridge that traversed the river Amu Darya from Uzbekistan to Afghanistan
and had a railroad track down the middle. The railway line ended at the town
of Hairaton, just a few kilometres after it entered Afghanistan. The last Soviet
troops to leave Afghanistan did so crossing the Dustlik Bridge. The bridge
was closed after Dostum’s forces were chased from Mazar-i-Sharif and the
Taliban took control of the area along the Uzbek border in August 1998.There
was also another railway dating back to the Tsarist era that connected Kushka
(now called Serhetabat) in Turkmenistan to Torghundi in Afghanistan.

Connectivity between Afghanistan and Central Asia is one of the success
stories of the 20 years when US-led foreign forces were in Afghanistan. The
railway line across the Dustlik Bridge was extended to Mazar-i-Sharif, the
largest city in northern Afghanistan. The Serhetabat—Torghundi railway was
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repaired, and another railway was built that connected Imamnazar in
Turkmenistan to Aqina in Afghanistan.

Four bridges for commercial traffic were built along the Tajik—Afghan
border; one between Vanj in Tajikistan and Jamarj-e Bala in Afghanistan that
was completed in 2011; a second between Pyanj Poyon in Tajikistan and Sher
Bandar in Afghanistan that was completed in 2007; another at Qalai Khumb
in Tajikistan connecting to Afghanistan’s Darvoz District that opened in 2004;
the fourth bridge at Temin Khorog, the regional capital of eastern Tajikistan
Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast, that crosses to Demogan in
Afghanistan that opened in 2002.

Power transmissions lines were built to bring electricity from Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan to Afghanistan and eventually these three
Central Asian countries provided some 78 per cent of Afghanistan’s
electricity imports.! The Central Asia-South Asia power transmission project,
better known as CASA-1000, aims to bring 1300 Megawatts (MW) from
hydropower plants in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to Afghanistan (300 MW)
and Pakistan (1000 MW). In May 2016, the Kyrgyz and Tajik presidents and
the Afghan and Pakistani prime ministers met in the Tajik capital Dushanbe
to officially launch the construction of CASA-1000.2 It was scheduled to be
completed in 2023 but increased fighting in areas along the route through
Afghanistan, then the return of the Taliban to power in August 2021, have left
the project only partially completed. In February 2024, the World Bank
announced it was resuming support for CASA-1000° and Kyrgyzstan’s
Energy Ministry said at the end of July that year that exports of Kyrgyz
electricity via CASA—-1000 should start in the summer of 2025.*

The current border of Central Asia and Afghanistan was drawn at the end
of the nineteenth century when it divided the Russian and British empires, and
later the same border divided the Soviet Union from Afghanistan. For more
than 100 years, the emphasis had always been on separating the two regions,
but between 2001 and 2021, there was a focus on connecting the two regions
and projects such as CAREC viewed Afghanistan and Central Asia as
inseparable parts of an Inner Asia that could be a crossroads again of East—
West and North—South trade, as it had been in the days of the ancient Silk
Road.

When the Taliban returned to power in Afghanistan in August 2021, this
new level of connectivity between Central Asia and Afghanistan made it more
complicated for the three Central Asian states with an Afghan frontier to close
their borders as they had worked to do in the late 1990s. And there were
economic reasons for the Central Asian countries to want to keep the border
open and reconsider their policies toward the Taliban.
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The Old Neighbour Returns

On 15 August 2021, the Taliban moved into Kabul, taking control of the
Afghan capital. There was no panic north of the border in Central Asia as
there had been 25 years earlier, even though Afghan refugees fleeing the
advancing Taliban in northern Afghanistan had crossed into Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan, and 46 Afghan government aircraft carrying a total of 585
Afghan government military personnel flew to Termez in Uzbekistan and
other Afghan government military aircraft had flown to Tajikistan.

Tajikistan’s State Committee for Emergency Situations initially said three
military planes and two helicopters with 143 people aboard had landed in the
southern Tajik town of Bokhtar,’ but the Afghan Embassy in Tajikistan later
clarified that two passenger and 16 military planes had flown to Tajikistan.’
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani reportedly attempted to flee to Tajikistan,’
but his plane was denied permission to land and he went instead to the United
Arab Emirates (UAE).

Despite the Afghan spill over along the Central Asian border, the
governments in Central Asia remained calm. The day the Taliban seized
control of Kabul, Uzbekistan’s foreign ministry announced that the Uzbek
Embassy in the Afghan capital and the consulate in Mazar-i-Sharif were still
operating.® Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan confirmed shortly after that their
embassies were operating as well, which was another sign of the closer
connections Central Asia had with Afghanistan. In 1996 when the Taliban
first captured Kabul, Tajikistan was the only Central Asian country with an
embassy in Afghanistan and which closed immediately after the Taliban
arrived in the Afghan capital.

Much had changed since 1996 when the Taliban first took Kabul. At that
time, the Taliban had swept through Afghanistan, advancing rapidly after
making their initial forays into the south-eastern parts of the country in 1994.
They were a new group, virtually unknown to the Central Asian governments,
and were viewed as the most radical Islamic group, arguably, in the world. As
mentioned, Tajik government forces were fighting an opposition that was
mainly comprised of an Islamic group, the IRPT, and Russian forces had just
been fighting what the Kremlin called Islamic extremists in Chechnya.

US President Barack Obama had announced plans to start reducing US
forces in Afghanistan in 2010 and by 2014, most NATO troops had already
left. Though the process of withdrawing all US and other foreign forces was
delayed, it was clear to the Central Asian governments that the day was
approaching when the situation in Afghanistan would deteriorate quickly.
Already in 2013 there was fighting between the Taliban and Afghan
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government forces in the northwestern Afghan provinces of Herat and Faryab
that bordered Turkmenistan. Every year after 2013, the Taliban made gains in
northern Afghanistan and eventually controlled nearly all the districts
bordering Turkmenistan and several districts bordering Tajikistan, while the
meagre Afghan government forces in northern Afghanistan shuttled from one
hot spot to another trying to dislodge Taliban fighters from areas they had
captured.

Uzbek Foreign Minister Abdulaziz Kamilov met with the Taliban
representatives in March 2019 in Doha to discuss prospects of Uzbekistan as
a possible venue for talks between the Taliban and representatives of the
Afghan Government.” In August that year, a Taliban delegation visited
Uzbekistan to meet Uzbek foreign ministry officials.”® Kamilov and other
representatives of Uzbekistan’s foreign ministry continued to meet with the
Taliban representatives and after the Taliban regained control of Afghanistan,
Kamilov was the first Central Asian foreign minister to visit Kabul when he
made the trip in early October 2021."

Taliban representatives had visited Turkmenistan in February and July
2021, and on 11 August, just days before Kabul fell, Turkmen foreign
ministry officials met with the Taliban representatives in Doha.

The Turkmen and Uzbek governments were hedging their bets by
engaging with the Taliban while President Ghani was still in power. But both
governments had watched as the Taliban extended their control over areas of
northern Afghanistan and both must have considered that after the total
withdrawal of foreign forces from Afghanistan, the Taliban were likely to
retain control over large swaths of territory on or near the Central Asian
border.

And the Taliban were no longer the threat they appeared to be in the late
1990s. Groups such as the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and
their offshoot in Afghanistan, the Islamic State of Khorasan (ISK), were more
vicious, as they were stateless actors looking to seize footholds anywhere in
the world they could.

The ISK had already appeared in several small pockets in northern
Afghanistan, notably in Jawzjan Province that bordered Turkmenistan where
a disgruntled former Taliban commander named Qari Hikmatullah had
gathered local forces and raised the black flag of ISIS in 2017. For months,
Hikmatullah’s force had caused pandemonium in Jawzjan and the
neighbouring Faryab Province as they attacked both Taliban and Afghan
government forces until Hikmatullah was killed in a drone strike in Faryab in
April 2018.12
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Among their first acts on returning to power, the Taliban called on the
Central Asian states to maintain friendly ties. Similar calls in September and
October 1996 had fallen on deaf ears across the northern border, but in 2021,
most of the Central Asian governments were willing to listen and talk with
the Taliban about future cooperation.

A New Arrangement

The Taliban had something to offer to the Central Asian governments,
certainly the Uzbek and Tajik governments.

There were still hundreds, at least, of citizens of Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan who had been in Afghanistan for many years as part of the Taliban
or as part of groups such as the IMU or Jamaat Ansarullah that were allied
with the Taliban in battling foreign and Afghan government forces. Jamaat
Ansarullah was once the Tajik wing of the IMU, but after the IMU was
mauled in US bombing in late 2001, Jamaat Ansarullah gradually emerged as
a separate group. Jamaat Ansarullah later absorbed many IMU fighters who
were chased from the Pakistani tribal areas by the Pakistani military operation
that came after the IMU carried out an attack on the Jinnah International
Airport in Karachi in June 2014.Ghani’s government often referred to this
group as Jundallah.

After returning to power, the Taliban pledged they would keep these
foreign fighters under control and that none would use the Afghan territory to
plan or carry out attacks on Afghanistan’s neighbours. How much the Central
Asian governments believed the Taliban is not known, but the Taliban’s
promise was better than nothing and it did pave the way for the establishment
of a business relationship between Central Asia and the new rulers of
Afghanistan.

In the late 1990s, Uzbekistan was the most anti-Taliban of all the Central
Asian countries, but since the Taliban’s return to power, no Central Asian
country has engaged the Taliban more actively than Uzbekistan. The Dustlik
Bridge was closed as the Taliban were moving on to Mazar-i-Sharif in the
middle of August 2021. After the Taliban took control of Kabul, Uzbekistan’s
foreign ministry released a statement saying it was in close contact with the
Taliban and that ‘any attempts to violate the state border will be strictly
suppressed,”’® by which the Uzbek Government meant Afghan refugees or
government troops.

On 17 August 2021, Nodirbek Jalilov, the head of the Termez Cargo
Centre, located some two kilometres from the Afghan border, said the centre
was waiting for the resumption of trade with Afghanistan.'* The Termez
Cargo Centre opened in 2016 and was intended to handle what Uzbekistan
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hoped would be increased trade with Afghanistan through Uzbekistan’s rail
and roadways.

Uzbekistan also has other economic reasons for developing ties with the
Taliban. Uzbekistan has been hoping for a greatly expanded trade to the south,
through Afghanistan, to the Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean. Small examples
of the potential have been seen already in 2022. A private company in India
successfully shipped some 140 tonnes of goods, mainly sugar, through
Pakistan and Afghanistan to Uzbekistan in March'® and a shipment of Uzbek
goods headed to India left the Pakistani port at Karachi at the end of May.'®
Kazakhstan also conducted a trial run of the route through Afghanistan to
Pakistan in July 2023, sending several trucks on the journey to Pakistan and
back."”

The railway that crosses the Dustlik Bridge was extended with ADB
financing from Hairaton to Mazar-i-Sharif and started operation in 2011.
NATO used this railway line as part of its Northern Distribution Network
(NDN) to ferry cargo to and from Afghanistan after 2008 and China
incorporated the railway line into its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The first
train from China arrived in Afghanistan in September 2016.

Uzbekistan signed a deal with Pakistan in February 2021 to build a 573-
kilometre railway connecting Mazar-i-Sharif to Peshawar where it would
connect with the Pakistani railway network leading to Pakistan’s Arabian Sea
ports.'® Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev met the then Pakistani Prime
Minister Imran Khan ahead of a Central Asia—South Asia connectivity forum
in Tashkent in July 2021 to discuss the project and in September 2021 the two
met again on the sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO)
summit in Dushanbe with the railway at the top of their agenda. Uzbek
officials have mentioned the Mazar-i-Sharif—-Kabul-Peshawar railway many
times since the Taliban returned to power.

The project continued after the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan
in August 2021. In late March 2022, Uzbek media outlet UzDaily reported
that Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and Afghanistan had agreed on the route' and on
12 April 2022, Taliban railway officials visited the Uzbek border city of
Termez for talks with their Uzbek counterparts on extending the railway line
from Mazar-i-Sharif to Kabul and Peshawar.® The survey work of the
proposed route started in July 2022,%" and in July 2023, Pakistani, Uzbek, and
Taliban officials met in Islamabad to approve the route> and begin
discussions on financing and technical aspects of the project.”? Uzbek
authorities said in October 2023 that they were discussing financing of the
railway with Qatar.>* In February 2024, representatives of the Afghan
National Railway Administration, Uzbekistan, and the United Arab Emirates
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signed a memorandum of understanding for a feasibility study of the Trans-
Afghan railway.” Uzbekistan’s Transport Minister Ilhom Makhkamov said
in February 2025 that he expected work on the Trans-Afghan railway would
start in 2025.%

Turkmenistan never forgot about TAPI. Former President Gurbanguly
Berdymukhammedov focused on the project since he came to power at the
end of 2006. But despite many meetings with officials from Afghanistan,
India, and Pakistan over the course of more than a decade, including a ground-
breaking ceremony in Herat, Afghanistan on 23 February 2018, that
Berdymukhammedov, Afghan President Ghani, Indian Minister of State for
External Affairs M.J. Akbar, and Pakistani Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan
Abbasi attended,”’ there was no progress on the project outside of
Turkmenistan. The Taliban had pledged for several years before their return
to power in Afghanistan that they would not disrupt work on TAPI as it
benefitted the Afghan people and had even offered to help provide security
for workers building the pipeline.

Turkmen Foreign Minister Rashid Meredov visited Kabul at the end of
October 2021, Turkmen Deputy Foreign Minister Wepa Hajiyev led a
delegation to Kabul in January 2022,% and the Taliban’s Acting Foreign
Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi visited Ashgabat right after Hajiyev’s visit® to
discuss the construction of TAPI. Berdymukhammedov’s son Serdar was
elected Turkmenistan’s president on 12 March 2022, but the father remains a
powerful figure as chairman of the Halk Maslahaty (People’s Council), the
upper house of parliament, and undoubtedly the realisation of the TAPI
project will remain a priority for Turkmenistan so long as
Berdymukhammedov, who turned 67 years in late June 2024, is alive.

Turkmen and Afghan officials held another ceremony on 11 September
2024, marking the start of construction of the TAPI pipeline on Afghan side
of the border.?! Taliban acting Prime Minister Muhammad Hassan Akhund
and Gurbanguly Berdymukhammedov attended the event. Herat Governor
Maulana Islam Jar’s press office said on 27 January 2025, that six kilometres
of the pipeline had already been laid in Afghanistan.*?

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan continue to supply Afghanistan
with electricity despite the Taliban admitting they cannot pay all of it at this
time. By May 2022, Afghanistan owed more than $100 million to just
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan,*® but as of February 2024, the Taliban had made
payments totaling some $627 million for electricity imports from its three
immediate Central Asian neighbours®* and owed Uzbekistan only some $1.2
million.* Prior to Taliban’s return to power in 2021, more than 60 per cent of
Kazakhstan’s flour exports, along with exports of wheat and other grains went
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to Afghanistan. Kazakh authorities initially announced they were suspending
these exports after the Taliban seized Kabul,*® but by April 2022,
Kazakhstan’s ambassador to Afghanistan said his country was increasing its
wheat exports to Afghanistan to previous levels.’” Kazakh Trade Minister
Serik Zhumangarin led a delegation to Kabul in April 2023, ostensibly to
deliver humanitarian aid,*® but during his visit Zhumangarin discussed trade
with Taliban officials. Months later, in early August, Kazakhstan hosted a
Kazakh—Afghan business forum with representatives of 150 companies,
including some 70 from Afghanistan, taking part.** Kazakhstan’s media
reported at the time that Kazakh-Afghan trade for 2022 totaled some $987.9
million, and Zhumangarin told delegates at the forum the two countries aimed
to increase this to $3 billion annually.* Uzbekistan has set a similar goal of
$3 billion for trade with Afghanistan and in 2024 their bilateral trade reached
$1.1 billion.*!

During Zhumangarin’s April 2023 visit to Kabul, Taliban’s Acting
Deputy Prime Minister Abdul Ghani Baradar announced that Taliban
representatives would soon take up posts at the Afghan Embassy in
Kazakhstan.*? By that time, the Taliban already had accredited diplomats at
the Afghan embassies in Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan,* and
the Taliban sent a delegation to Tajikistan in late March 2023, to discuss
access to the Afghan consulate in Khorugh, the regional capital of Tajikistan’s
eastern Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast,* though the embassy in
Dushanbe was still occupied by representatives of the former government as
2024 came to an end.

Zhumangarin visited Afghanistan again in April 2024, and said
Kazakhstan was interested in taking part in construction of the Trans-Afghan
railway between Termez, Uzbekistan and Peshawar, Pakistan, and also the
proposed Herat-Kandahar—Spin-Boldak railway project.* Baradar visited
Uzbekistan in February 2025 and said Uzbekistan agreed to work on a railway
from the Afghan river town of Hairaton, on the other side of the Amu-Darya
from Termez to Herat in western Afghanistan.*® This railway branch could
link up to a recently opened line between Herat and Khaf in Iran that goes
further west into Turkey.

The Same Old Problems

Most of the Central Asian countries have adopted Turkmenistan’s policy of
the late 1990s towards the Taliban-controlled Afghanistan—that business
interests and non-interference in internal affairs should be the basis for
engagement with the Taliban. But not all Central Asian countries have
established contact with the Taliban. Tajikistan’s government was clearly



44 Afghanistan under Taliban

displeased with the Taliban returning to power. In a meeting with visiting
Pakistani Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi on 25 August 2021, Tajik
President Rahmon said Tajikistan would not recognise any such government
in Afghanistan that excludes non-Pushtuns, and specifically mentioned that
the Afghan Tajiks must have a place in any government the Taliban form.

Among the current leaders of the countries neighboring Afghanistan,
Rahmon is the only one who was in power when the Taliban last controlled
Afghanistan in the late 1990s. He did not want the Taliban as neighbours then
and does not want them as Tajikistan’s neighbour even now.

Additionally, the IRPT received positions in the Tajik Government as part
of the 1997 peace agreement. It was the only registered Islamic party not only
in Tajikistan, but anywhere in Central Asia. It was a genuine opposition party
with its own proposals for the development of Tajikistan. It was also the
second largest political party in Tajikistan after President Rahmon’s ruling
People’s Democratic Party of Tajikistan. Rahmon, subsequently, moved to
eliminate the IRPT.

The IRPT’s share of positions in the government dwindled over the years.
It lost its last two seats in the parliament in the elections held in March 2015.
By August that year, the party’s activities had been suspended by the Tajik
courts and in September, the IRPT was accused of involvement in a plot led
by Tajikistan’s deputy defence minister to overthrow the government in early
September. The IRPT was declared an extremist organisation at the end of
September 2015 and officially banned. The government has continued to
portray the IRPT as an extremist group, but the IRPT is far more moderate
than the Taliban, a group the IRPT condemned shortly after the 11 September
2001 attacks in the US. It would be difficult for the Tajik authorities to
continue vilifying the IRPT and at the same time engage in talks with the more
radical Taliban.

The Tajik Government has allowed the Afghan ambassador appointed by
the former Ghani Government, Mohammad Zahir Agbar, to remain on his
post. For the first few months after the Taliban retook control over
Afghanistan, Agbar was something of a spokesman for the National
Resistance Front (NRF), a group of mainly ethnic Tajiks under the command
of Ahmad Shah Masoud’s son that was based in their traditional stronghold
in Afghanistan’s Panjshir Valley.

Tajikistan conducted a series of military exercises, including joint
manoeuvres with Russian and Uzbek forces, in the weeks after the Taliban
returned to power in Afghanistan. The Taliban responded by stationing
fighters from their foreign allies, Jamaat Ansarullah, to guard parts of the
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border with Tajikistan. In July 2022, there was a report that the Taliban had
established a new observation post in the Darvoz District close to the border
with Tajikistan and manned it with fighters from Jamaat Ansarullah.*’

There are reports that the leadership of the NRF is often in Tajikistan and
that Tajikistan might be either providing or funneling aid to the NRF inside
Afghanistan. Afghan politician and former mujahidin leader Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar had stated in May 2022 that Tajikistan was ‘sheltering the Afghan
armed opposition,” which he regarded as a ‘declaration of war against
Afghanistan.’*® As noted earlier, Tajikistan is the only Central Asian country
where the Afghan embassy is still staffed by representatives of the former
Ghani Government. On 13 September 2023, the Afghan Embassy in
Dushanbe held a memorial service for the slain ethnic Tajik Afghan
commander Ahmad Shah Masoud, who was assassinated by al-Qaeda suicide
bombers posing as journalists on 9 September 2001.%

Another problem facing not only Tajikistan but Uzbekistan as well is the
activity of ISK in northern Afghanistan. ISK claimed responsibility for the
March 2022 bombings of Shia mosques in Mazar-i-Sharif that killed 34
people and injuring some 80 others, and in Kunduz city that killed four people
and wounded 18 others.

ISK has twice fired rockets at Uzbekistan from the Afghan border town
of Hairaton, once on 18 April 2022 when none of the 10 rockets fired made it
across the Amu Darya into the Uzbek territory,”® and again on 5 July 2022
when five rockets fired from Hairaton landed in a Termez neighbourhood but
none exploded.®!

ISK also launched rockets at a border guard post in Tajikistan from an
Afghan border village in the Khojagor region of the Takhar Province on 7
May 2022.3 Tajik border guards reportedly fired back destroying the vehicle
the ISK militants used, but the militants themselves managed to flee the
scene.> Tajik authorities downplayed the incident saying some stray bullets
from Afghanistan had “accidentally” landed on Tajikistan’s territory.>* Tajik
authorities blame ISK for the bombing of a car belonging to the leader of the
Kulob branch of the ruling Democratic Party of Tajikistan Salim Sayvalizoda
on 5 January 2024.% Sayvalizoda was wounded in the attack and later Tajik
officials said they had detained nine people who were accused of being ISK
members.>®

In 2022, ISK increasingly targeted its propaganda at ethnic minority
groups in northern Afghanistan, Tajiks, Turkmen, and Uzbeks, portraying the
Taliban as heretics and Pushtuns that would never respect or satisfy the needs
of the indigenous peoples of northern Afghanistan. There have been problems
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between Pushtun members of the Taliban sent to northern Afghanistan and
locals with claims that the Pushtuns had evicted Turkmen and Tajik farmers
and seized their lands. A prominent local ethnic Uzbek Taliban commander,
Makhdoom Alam, was arrested in January 2022 and taken to Kabul, sparking
protests and fighting that left four people dead in Faryab’s provincial capital
Maimana that saw local Uzbeks disarm the Taliban fighters and march them
outside the city limits.”” ISK has claimed in some of its propaganda videos
that the Taliban have been killing ethnic Tajiks and Uzbeks in Afghanistan.>®
ISK has also aimed its propaganda at the governments of Uzbekistan and
particularly Tajikistan,* calling on citizens of those two countries to join ISK
and help oust their governments.

The intent of the ISK campaign seems aimed at preventing the Central
Asian states and the Taliban from developing a closer relationship that could
make it more difficult for ISK to achieve its own goals in Afghanistan. The
ISK’s choice of Termez as a target for rocket attacks was significant. It was
clearly intended to demonstrate that the key crossing at the Dustlik Bridge
was not safe for trade and the Taliban cannot make good on their promises
that the Afghan territory would not be used by any group to carry out attacks
on the neighbouring countries.

However, events outside Central Asia show ISK propaganda appears to
have succeeded in luring some Tajik citizens outside Tajikistan into staging
attacks. In late December 2023, police in Germany detained seven people
suspected of plotting terrorist attacks,® identified as Tajiks and Uzbeks,®!
allegedly connected to ISK. At that same time, police in Austria detained three
people linked to one of the Tajik nationals detained in Germany. In all, 11
people were detained in Germany and Austria and most were Tajik nationals.
At the start of 2024, two ISK suicide bombers who killed more than 90 people
in Kerman, Iran at a commemorative service for deceased Iranian General
Qasem Soleimani. Iranian authorities said one of the bombers was a citizen
of Tajikistan.®?

On 22 March 2024, terrorists attacked Moscow’s Crocus City Hall,
killing more than 140 people. ISK took responsibility for the attack. Russian
authorities arrested more than dozen people, most of whom were Tajik
nationals working in Russia.

A New Problem

The issue that is proving most contentious between the Taliban-ruled
Afghanistan and the Central Asian states bordering Afghanistan is the use of
water from Amu Darya. The effects of climate change are already manifesting
in Central Asia with decreased annual rainfall, rapidly melting glaciers in the
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eastern mountains, and three straight summers (2021-23) of record high
temperatures and drought. Downstream communities in Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan are already noticing effects of climate change. Residents of
Turkmenistan’s eastern Lebap Province said in June 2023 that the level of
water in Amu Darya was one-third of its normal level for that time of the
year.%?

In March 2022, Taliban authorities announced the start of work on the
Qosh Tepa canal that will be 100 metres wide, 8.5 metres deep, and extend
some 285 kilometres through Afghanistan’s northern Balkh, Jawzjan, and
Faryab provinces. Taliban officials promise that the canal will irrigate some
500,000 hectares of agricultural land and provide some 250,000 people with
work.* The project was estimated to be completed in 2028, but it is ahead of
schedule.

The water for the canal comes from the Amu Darya and there are
estimates that when the canal is completed, it will siphon off some 15 per cent
of the water that currently reaches downstream communities in Uzbekistan
and Turkmenistan.%

Since the Taliban were unable to attract any foreign interest for
participating in the construction or in financing of the US$ 684 million project,
the canal is being built by an Afghan state company. There are concerns about
the quality of the construction. One report said, ‘The construction methods
employed appear remarkably rudimentary, with a mere “digging” approach
devoid of proper reinforcement or lining for the canal’s bottom and banks,’
which the report said ‘poses a grave risk, as significant water losses may occur
due to seepage into the dry, sandy soil.”%

There are no agreements on water use between Afghanistan and any of
the Central Asian states. Under international law, Afghanistan is entitled to
its share of the water from the Amu Darya. The Afghan media outlet The
Khaama Press wrote in March 2023 that ‘due to the two decades of conflict
[Afghanistan] has yet to be able to use its water resources,” and added, ‘As a
result, most neighbouring countries took advantage of the situation and
utilized the water without consulting Afghanistan.”®’

Taliban officials have repeatedly mentioned that they will take into
account the interests of their northern neighbours as Afghanistan draws water
into the Qosh Tepa canal. Eighteen months after construction started, the
canal was already 108-kilometres long. At a ceremony in Balkh Province on
11 October 2023, marking the completion of the first phase of the canal’s
construction, Taliban’s Acting Second Deputy Prime Minister Abdul Salam
Hanafi said, ‘There should be no worries for our neighbours here.” Similarly,
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Acting Deputy Foreign Minister Stanikzai said, ‘If our neighbours have
worries in this regard, we are ready to contact them through diplomatic
channels.’®® The Taliban officials have indicated they will not be swayed from
completing the canal.

At a meeting on the Aral Sea in Dushanbe in September 2023, Uzbek
President Mirziyoyev expressed concerns about the canal stating that it ‘could
fundamentally change the water regime and balance in Central Asia’.® The
Acting Taliban Minister for Hydropower Abdul Latif Mansur replied, ‘We
did not accept any obligations. There is no agreement. Therefore, we do what
we consider necessary.’’® The Taliban have already demonstrated in May that
they will fight over water issues if required.

Iran has been pressing Afghanistan to release more water from its
reservoirs into the Helmand River that flows into Iran’s Sistan and
Baluchistan Province, but the Taliban said drought had left the reservoirs low
on water. Former Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi visited the eastern Iranian
province on 18 May 2023, and on seeing the effects of the drought warned
the ‘rulers of Afghanistan, that they should immediately give water rights to
the people of Sistan and Baluchistan’.”! The Taliban replied that Iranian
officials should ‘present their requests with appropriate language’ and also
sent military reinforcements to the border with Iran. On 27 May 2023, Taliban
militants and Iranian border guards exchanged machine gun and mortar fire
that left at least two Iranian border guards and one Taliban militant dead.”

Construction of the Qosh Tepa canal will likely be the end for many
downstream agricultural communities in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.
Uzbekistan’s kun.uz news outlet reported in February 2023 that the Qosh Tepa
canal ‘could have serious consequences for [Uzbekistan’s] Khorezm,
Bukhara, Surhandarya and Navoi provinces, as well as the Republic of
Karakalpakstan...””® Tens of thousands of people in the two Central Asian
countries will need to be relocated if the sources of water dry up.

Summing Up

The Central Asian states’ approach toward the Taliban in the late 1990s raised
tensions with Afghanistan and helped create domestic militant organisations
such as the IMU and Jamaat Ansarullah. The current approach by the Central
Asian governments, with the exception of Tajikistan, has resulted in a
peaceful though fragile coexistence that focuses on mutually beneficial trade
projects. However, the problem of water is already putting a strain on
Afghanistan’s ties with Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.

The presence of Central Asian militants in Afghanistan, whether allied
with, or fighting the Taliban, will always be a cause for concern for the
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Central Asian governments. Any attack on Central Asian soil that can be
credibly attributed to one of these Central Asian militant groups currently
located in Afghanistan has the potential to upset Central Asia’s ties with the
current Afghan authorities. Perhaps, most importantly, Central Asian
governments are secular. Their leaders make a public display of attending
mosques and making the Hajj, but most were raised on the atheistic Soviet
communist system. Their views of governance and society differ significantly
from the Taliban and this factor will be an obstacle to closer ties between
Central Asia and Afghanistan.
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Central Asia and Taliban-led Afghanistan

Akram Umarov

The Taliban movement’s takeover in August 2021 did not come as a surprise
to the countries of Central Asia. However, the speed with which Ashraf
Ghani’s government collapsed and the international force withdrew raised
eyebrows in the region. Given the pace of developments in Afghanistan
before 2021, the Central Asian states had been preparing for a potential
change of power and reconfiguration of the political system in Kabul. Central
Asia, given its deep cultural, humanitarian, trade and economic ties with
neighbouring Afghanistan, is not fully supportive of the idea of completely
isolating the Taliban regime until it fulfils certain conditions. A pragmatic
approach dictates that regional states maintain contacts with the Taliban in
order to help avert the possible collapse of the entire country, mitigate the
humanitarian crisis, and the potential spill-over of instability into the
neighbouring territories.

In order to understand the position of the Central Asian states, especially
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan that have a common border with
Afghanistan, with regard to the fundamental change in the situation in
Afghanistan, it is important to see how the Taliban have carried out
governance over the past years, the importance of the Central Asian states in
the international community’s efforts to stabilise Afghanistan, as well as key
elements of the foreign policy of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan towards the
Taliban government.

Taliban Three Years After

The ease with which the Taliban was able to remove the government of Ashraf
Ghani from power created an illusion about the power and readiness of the
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group to take full control of the country. The international community
expected the Taliban to stabilise the situation in Afghanistan and eliminate
security challenges that terrorism and drug trafficking posed to the
neighbouring states. However, the US hit against al-Qaeda chief Ayman al-
Zawabhri raised questions about the credibility and honesty of the Taliban
movement.! Over the past three-and-a-half years since coming to power, the
Taliban has been facing a number of serious internal problems, such as
increased factional clashes over interaction with foreign partners, rise of
Pashtun nationalism, and the exit of ethnic minorities from the movement, as
well as the inability to stabilise the state administration.

First, almost since the seizure of power in Afghanistan, there have been
systematic clashes within the Taliban for leadership and for setting the
movement’s agenda for cooperation with the international community. A
serious confrontation took place between the Taliban factions on the issue of
distribution of power and position in the government. Mullah Abdul Ghani
Baradar, who successfully led the negotiations with the US in Doha, was
relegated to the post of acting deputy prime minister for economic affairs, and
Abdul Kabir, who was appointed as the acting deputy prime minister for
political affairs, enjoyed greater authority and confidence of the Taliban’s
supreme leader.?

The growing presence and influence of radical factions in the Taliban
power structures has made it difficult for Kabul to make any ideological
compromises, particularly on the issue of women’s rights. The conservative
group within the Taliban is helmed by the leader of the movement, Sheikh
Hibatullah Akhundzada. Other prominent representatives of the conservative
group are Prime Minister Mullah Hassan Akhund, Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court Mawlawi Abdul Hakim Haqgani, and Acting Minister of
Higher Education Mawlawi Nida Mohammad Nadeem. The ranks of
moderate representatives of the Taliban include the Acting Deputy Prime
Minister Mullah Baradar, former Acting Mining and Petroleum Minister and
now Acting President of Afghan Red Crescent Society Sheikh Shahabuddin
Delawar, and Acting Deputy Foreign Minister Sher Mohammad Abbas
Stanekzai. At the same time, certain influential Taliban figures such as Acting
Interior Minister Sirajuddin Haqqgani and Acting Defence Minister Mullah
Mohammad Yaqoob have been trying to manoeuvre between these opposing
camps without joining either.?

Second, there has been a clear trend within the Taliban towards
strengthening and significantly expanding the role of the Pashtun nationality.*
While the Taliban have previously been able to recruit Uzbeks, Tajiks and
Hazaras in the north and elsewhere to further their goals,’ the movement’s
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leadership is still dominated by the same old radical Pashtun leaders who
ruled Afghanistan in the 1990s and opposed any compromise with the
regime’s ideology or change in power balance. If the Taliban can find a
formula to unite various factions, it will only strengthen the regime.
Otherwise, it will weaken the group’s hold on the country and strengthen
certain non-Pashtun groups opposed to its rule.

One of the most important factors in the success of the Taliban in the
summer of 2021 was the role of Uzbek and Tajik groups that joined the
movement in northern Afghanistan and effectively neutralised resistance
from the local warlords and the government forces.® However, in early 2022,
an Uzbek Taliban commander, Makhdoom Alam, was persecuted.7 Haji Mali
Khan,an uncle of Sirajuddin Haqqani, was assigned in March 2022 as the
deputy chief of army staff to closely monitor the activities of the chief of army
staff, Fasihuddin Fitrat, who is a Tajik.® There has also been an increase in
tensions between the Taliban and the Hazara ethnic minority in Afghanistan.’
In addition to a series of terrorist attacks directed against them, some Hazaras
collaborating with the Taliban have been subjected to unjustified persecution.
If the Taliban leadership cannot find a way to solve ethnic problems internally,
a substantial number of non-Pashtun members of the Taliban armed forces
could join the ranks of the resistance groups or terrorist organisations based
in Afghanistan.

Third, despite being in power for more than three years now, the Taliban
movement has yet to demonstrate the ability to govern the country effectively.
The Taliban, being a movement with a predominantly horizontal hierarchy,
has always had a decentralised system of rule. The Taliban forces on the
ground acted within the framework of a single strategy approved by the
leadership of the group. However, at the same time, they had considerable
autonomy in choosing tactics to achieve their goals and independently
determine their operational tasks. Such an approach attracted a wide range of
militants, opposed to the government of Ashraf Ghani, to the ranks of the
Taliban.

Since seizing power in August 2021, the Taliban has built a highly
centralised system of government, with officials at the local level directly
appointed by Kabul."® The government is predominantly Pashtun in
composition, and is based on a rigid vertical hierarchy. It has impacted the
balance of power between the local commanders and the top leadership. The
redistribution of sources of income that accompanies such changes, transfer
of commanders to the remote parts of the country, and the filling of vacant
positions by appointing mostly Pashtuns has radically changed the balance of
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power within the movement and significantly weakened the Taliban ability to
control the situation in the provinces.

There has been a serious split at various levels within the Taliban. The
growing confrontation between different factions on issues of development
strategy and ideology of the group, cooperation with the outside world, and
on the inclusion of representatives of the non-Pashtun ethnic groups in the
highest authority significantly weakens the power of the Taliban and makes a
split in their ranks highly possible. The Taliban government has yet to
demonstrate the ability to overcome these systemic problems.

Such discord is expected to intensify the power struggle between the
various factions of the Taliban movement. If the influential external actors
become disappointed with the inability of the Taliban to resolve the situation
in the country, the support for the activities of the opposition forces may
increase significantly. Accordingly, this will lead to a new round of a full-
scale civil war in Afghanistan based on inter-ethnic confrontations. The
Taliban with its radical ideology and uncompromising position has been
gradually moving towards international isolation and the label of “rogue state”
cannot be excluded from this trajectory. Credible and open dialogue with the
outside world, security guarantees to the neighbouring countries, trustworthy
cooperation on eliminating all terrorist groups from the Afghan territory, and
enhancement of external trade relations can help the Taliban overcome its
challenges and become a full-fledged member of the international community.

Central Asia: A Crucial Partner in Establishing a Peaceful Afghanistan

The international community is facing enormous challenges in dealing with
the new reality in Afghanistan. The withdrawal of international military
forces and the evacuation of only a small number of Afghans who previously
collaborated with them generated considerable reputational damage to the
credibility of the United States (US), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO), and their allies. The chaos and casualty caused during the
evacuation left the people shocked around the world. The return of the Taliban
to power has not brought any long lasting peace or sustainable development
and prosperity to Afghanistan.

However, the Taliban cannot be blamed for all the current problems of
the country, for they inherited an underdeveloped state with high levels of
poverty, overdependence on foreign aid and inefficient administration. The
Taliban have been able to improve the security situation in the country, but
are encountering substantial problems in other aspects of governance.!! The
lack of an inclusive government and the lack of respect for the rights and
freedoms of women are primary issues of disagreement between the
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movement and the international community, particularly when it comes to
recognising the Taliban as the legitimate regime representing Afghanistan.

Reflecting on their past military and political experience in Afghanistan,
Western countries can draw the following primary lessons:

First, nation building should be a truly internal process without much
foreign intervention. Afghanistan has proved once more that a blueprint
approach never works and externally orchestrated reforms might be tenuous.
There are no ready recipes for conflict resolution and post-conflict
reconstruction. There can be some principles and approaches for supporting
countries after the end of a conflict; however, each case requires substantial
attention in designing a unique model. It should be done internally by the local
communities. Devil is always in the details.

Second, the attempt to build a highly centralised governance system under
the leadership of a strongman has not brought the expected outcomes. A
country with a historical tradition of decentralised administrations would not
accept the establishment of a personalist regime.'? Oddly, the US and its allies
decided to neglect their own principles and commitment to democratic
procedures. Both Karzai and Ghani governments were legitimised under the
direct coordination and interference of external actors.'* Despite their efforts
to consolidate power, they were predominantly perceived as West
manipulated leaders without necessary internal support and ability to deliver
key results on conflict resolution and national development. This political
experiment clearly demonstrated that an over-centralised and super-
presidential model is not a guarantee for building a secure and stable
Afghanistan.

Third, ignoring regional countries, when designing strategies on peace-
making and post-conflict rebuilding, has not delivered successful results in
Afghanistan. The future of Afghanistan cannot be considered and decided
without the significant support of its neighbours. Due to various reasons, US
avoided or minimised its cooperation with several regional countries on the
Afghan issue. Some of the regional countries were mainly used as transit
routes and hosts of the US and Western military infrastructure essential for
their operations in Afghanistan.'* All major international gatherings on
Afghanistan were hosted in Europe, US, or Japan; all were very far from the
region and had limited understanding of the local traditions, contexts, and the
history. Concerns and proposals of the states next to Afghanistan were barely
listened to and considered as policy options for the US and its allies.

No wonder that the Joseph Biden administration was willing to forget
such breakdown and further engage with Afghanistan in a limited manner.
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There are still many questions on how to deal with the Taliban and its tough
ideological approach to certain public policy issues. There is an ongoing
process for the recognition of the Taliban by the international community.
Nonetheless, the Taliban government has been facing difficulties as it still
lacks the political credibility required to seek formal cooperation with foreign
states. So, the question is what the current administration can do to improve
the security situation in Afghanistan. Below are a few policy
recommendations:

First, there is a strong lack of trust between the Taliban and the US.
Conducting bilateral negotiations between the two sides under such
circumstances will not be effective, especially as the Taliban continue to host
various extremist groups, particularly al-Qaeda, in Afghanistan. However,
neglecting the problem will not lead to any solution. Perhaps, collaboration
on issues of key concern to the US and its regional partners could be a step
forward. Drugs and illicit arms trafficking, transnational terrorist threats, and
weak border security are pressing problems that cannot be effectively dealt
with without having any contact with the Taliban.

Second, it is in the US and Western interest to support and cooperate
closely with the neighbouring regions (Central and South Asia) on
Afghanistan. Despite regular exchanges between the regional countries and
the West, there are still many gaps in their mutual understanding of the
Afghan situation. The development and prosperity of the region is
overwhelmingly dependent on improving connectivity. Western countries
have found ways to send regular humanitarian support to Afghanistan without
violating existing sanctions against the Taliban. Therefore, funding regional
connectivity projects could go a long way in building security and stability in
Afghanistan.

The main attention of the US and its allies should be on socio-economic
reconstruction and infrastructure development in Afghanistan. Sustainable
development of the Afghan economy and improvement in living conditions
of the Afghan people will contribute to greater support for the US policy,
reduce the influence of the Taliban and decrease inter-ethnic tensions. Close
cooperation with the regional countries would ease the expected burden of
wider interaction with the Taliban movement. No country today wants a new
phase of civil war in Afghanistan. However, letting a global power like US
focus on other immediate risks and challenges arising from Afghanistan
should not turn into a new conflict in the region.
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Central Asian Response: Policies of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan

It is a common perception that Central Asia is divided on how to view the
Afghan situation, how to approach the challenges posed by the change of
regime in the country, and what kind of policy is required to deal with the
Taliban. On the surface it looks like that Tajikistan’s position is not in line
with the rest of Central Asian countries. Four Central Asian countries,
especially Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan as direct neighbours of Afghanistan,
and to a lesser extent Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, are engaging with the
Taliban, providing humanitarian support, conducting bilateral meetings and
keeping regular contacts. There have been several visits of official
representatives from the Central Asian countries to Kabul, especially from
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.'> Both the countries have sent high level
delegations to Kabul, and have established working relations with the Taliban
government.

However, Tajikistan has kept up its anti-Taliban rhetoric, questioning the
Taliban’s lack of inclusive approach, resulting in the marginalisation of non-
Pashtun ethnicities, particularly the Tajiks. At the same time, despite its anti-
Taliban rhetoric, Tajikistan continues to supply electricity to Afghanistan and
maintain trade relations.'® Tajik companies are not completely banned from
conducting business with their counterparts in Afghanistan. In this context,
Tajikistan’s approach is similar to that of the other Central Asian countries.
There are several factors determining Dushanbe’s stance.

First, there are internal factors, such as the role of the leader of the country
who is regarded as the “saviour of Tajik people.”!’

Second, at the same time, it is important to underline the fact that
Tajikistan is the only immediate neighbour of Afghanistan that has not
engaged in any high-level official meetings with the Taliban before. It does
not have the experience of dealing with the movement. If one looks at the
history of the Taliban and its relations with Central Asian countries or the
other neighbours of Afghanistan, one finds that the Taliban had some
exchanges and meetings at official level with Iran, Pakistan, China,
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, before their takeover in August 2021, but not
with Tajikistan.

Third, Tajikistan’s experience back from the 1990s when during the civil
war period, part of the Tajik opposition groups had training and supply bases
in Afghanistan which they used for conducting operations against military
groups led by Emomali Rahmon.'® Therefore, Tajikistan is very cautious in
its approach when it comes to dealing with radical movements like the Taliban.
The possibility of radical groups finding a convenient support in the Taliban-
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led Afghanistan and using it to conduct terrorist attacks remains of concern to
Dushanbe.

Finally, it is a good cause for Tajikistan to get an advanced agency in
international relations. Dushanbe is actively involved in almost all
international meetings and exchanges related to Afghanistan. The Tajik leader
was officially invited by several European countries despite previous
criticism of his actions and position on democracy issues. Tajikistan has
become an important partner for many Western countries due to its current
anti-Taliban rhetoric.! But, at the end of the day, there is no substantial
difference between the Tajik perspective on Afghanistan and those of
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, or the other Central Asian countries. There are
differences in their specific approaches but there is also a common regional
understanding that the Taliban must ensure security and stability especially in
the northern regions of the country, which borders Central Asia, and complete
elimination of drug trafficking. Dushanbe is interested in having a reliable
partner in Afghanistan to deal with terrorist groups, including of Central
Asian origin, which have a presence in Afghanistan, like the Islamic
Movement of Turkistan (IMT), Tehrik-e Taliban Tajikistan (TTT)* and
Daesh. The fact that Daesh is now active in Afghanistan is of huge concern
to Central Asian states.

One should not forget the fact that Western forces, while withdrawing in
2021, left a huge amount of weapons behind in Afghanistan. The fate of these
weapons has since not been clear.?! As the Taliban claims to be governing the
country, it is for them to prevent any kind of weapons transfer to the terrorist
groups of the Central Asian origin.

In parallel to these differing stances, Central Asian governments have
adjusted their political posture towards the Taliban, reflecting broader
dynamics across the region. First, some of the Central Asian countries have
quietly removed the Taliban from their official terrorist blacklists—a formal
prerequisite for deeper engagement. Kazakhstan led the way in late 2023 by
delisting the Taliban as a banned organisation, citing expanding economic ties
with Kabul. Kyrgyzstan followed suit in September 2024, a decision
indicating “warming ties” and cementing of a regional trend towards
normalising relations with the Taliban.?? Second, the Taliban-led Afghan
diplomatic missions have resumed in all the six neighbouring countries.
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and others have hosted the Taliban-appointed
diplomats at the Afghan embassies, although they have not extended the
official recognition to them. This de facto acceptance of the Taliban-
appointed diplomats helps implement bilateral agreements and streamline
consular issues. Third, regional organisations such as the Shanghai
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Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS) have followed suit by inviting the Taliban to certain forums,
giving the Taliban an observer status that further weaves them into Central
Asia’s diplomatic and economic dialogues.

Viewed collectively, these shifts illustrate how even countries with
different official attitudes—particularly Tajikistan that has a more guarded
approach—can converge on the pragmatic need for a constructive
engagement with Afghanistan. Despite rhetorical or diplomatic variations, all
Central Asian states share an interest in limiting cross-border security risks,
maintaining or expanding trade relations, and in ensuring that Afghanistan
does not become a haven for radical movements. The absence of any formal
recognition for the Taliban underscores that a definitive consensus on
Afghanistan’s political future remains elusive. However, the regional
consensus on practical cooperation—from basic trade to counterterrorism
coordination—indicates that Central Asia is responding to the realities in
Afghanistan by balancing caution with engagement.

There are also expectations that connectivity projects and trade relations
will revive to the pre-2021 levels. All the Central Asian countries had
extensive and favourable trade relations with Afghanistan as it mainly
consisted of exports rather than imports. Private entrepreneurs in Central Asia
benefited considerably from these trade relations. Moreover, Central Asia is
now trying to connect with South Asia via Afghanistan. A major conference
on Central and South Asian connectivity was hosted in Tashkent in July 2022,
whichwas supported by other Central Asian countries. Any initiative on
South-Central Asian connectivity is impossible without Afghanistan
connecting these regions and providing transit opportunities for the whole of
Eurasia. Be it theTrans-Afghan railway project, connecting Uzbekistan to
Pakistan, or the long-discussed Turkmenistan—Afghanistan—Pakistan—India
(TAPI) gas pipeline, Central Asian countries have been trying to reach a deal
with the Taliban on their implementation.

On 26 July 2022, Uzbekistan hosted an international conference on
‘Afghanistan: Security and Economic Development’, which was attended by
more than 100 delegates from nearly 30 countries.”® This was the third
conference in a row organised by Tashkent in the last four years to discuss the
problems facing Afghanistan. The Uzbek Government has been consistently
advancing its cooperation with Afghanistan no matter which political force
represented it. The July 2022 conference brought together mainly special
representatives and policy experts on Afghanistan from different countries.
The conference provided an opportunity for a more nuanced discussion on the
current situation in Afghanistan and further coordination of international
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efforts to deal with the Taliban government and the humanitarian crisis facing
the country. It also gave the participants the opportunity to conduct a series
of bilateral meetings to discuss the most pressing issues in Afghanistan.

Representatives of various countries and international organisations tried
to push the Taliban to respect the rights of girls to education and women’s to
work, to form a more inclusive government and cut ties with terrorist groups.
Acting Taliban Foreign Affairs Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi while not
acknowledging the existence of any significant problems with the Taliban
governance pledged to ‘transform Afghanistan into the centre of peace,
stability and economic cooperation.’?* It is important to understand as to why
Uzbekistan has been actively trying to engage both bilaterally and
multilaterally with the Taliban and what are its achievements and challenges.

First, geography matters in determining the priorities of the country’s
foreign policy. Uzbekistan as a neighbour of Afghanistan has a vital interest
in its peaceful and stable development. For decades, Tashkent considered
Afghanistan a security threat and limited its engagement with the international
community on conflict resolution in Afghanistan, focusing on bilateral
cooperation with Kabul. However, in recent years, Uzbekistan has been
rethinking its approach towards Afghanistan and has emphasised more on
economic cooperation as a key to its sustainability.

Second, post-US withdrawal, the global attention has shifted from
Afghanistan to other geopolitical developments. The Afghanistan issue has
also undergone a certain routinisation in world news. Uzbekistan has been
concerned about the waning global attention on Afghanistan, as it would
require more than regional efforts to resolve issues related to Afghanistan. By
organising and hosting large international conferences on Afghanistan,
Uzbekistan has sought to keep Afghanistan at the top of the international
agenda and also bring together major donors to deal with Afghanistan’s
pressing issues.

Third, Afghanistan is crucial to Tashkent’s strategic plans to connect
Central and South Asia. Uzbekistan is actively promoting the construction of
the 760-km railway line from Termiz to Mazar-i-Sharif and onward via Kabul
to Peshawar, and the 245-km power transmission line from Surkhon to Puli
Khumri, to improve connectivity between the regions.”> With respect to
regional railway connectivity, the most strategically significant initiative is
the proposed Trans-Afghanistan Railway linking Uzbekistan to Pakistan
through Afghanistan. In 2023, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan reached
an agreement in Islamabad to conduct technical studies for the Termez—
Mazar—Kabul-Peshawar route, projected to cost about $5-$6 billion.?® While
progress on the project has been gradual, both Tashkent and Kabul appear
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committed. A joint project office was opened in Tashkent in May 2023 to
coordinate the feasibility study.The Uzbek authorities have stated that the
construction on the next segment could begin imminently, and Taliban’s
Deputy Prime Minister Mullah Baradar has suggested a spur extending from
Mazar-i-Sharif to Herat to connect with Iran’s railway network. Although
project financing remains a concern, Uzbekistan’s leadrole in implementing
the project reflects its vision of positioning Afghanistan as a vital transit hub
between Central and South Asia.

Recently, Uzbekistan’s Minister of Transport IlThom Mahkamov
announced that the construction of the Trans-Afghanistan Railway is planned
to begin in 2025, following President Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s review of key
transport infrastructure projects on 3 February 2025. The latest update
includes an 80-kilometer extension to connect with Pakistani and Iranian ports,
with preliminary cost estimates ranging between $4.6 billion (as assessed by
Uzbekistan’s “BOSHTRANSLOYIHA” institute) and $8.2 billion.?’

Both the projects were initially agreed upon during the previous Afghan
government but could not be implemented as the government fell and the
Taliban took over. Soon thereafter, due to the sanctions against Russia and
Belarus and the ongoing war in Ukraine, the northern transport corridors
became both complex and risky for Central Asia. Alternative shipping routes
across the Black Sea were also compromised by the Russian naval blockade
against Ukrainian ports. Therefore, the opening of new transport corridors to
South Asia was considered critical for the diversification of regional trade and
connectivity. Meanwhile, in the realm of electricity and energy, Uzbekistan
has continued to supply over 50 per cent of Afghanistan’s imported electricity,
thereby preventing blackouts in northern Afghan cities. Both sides have also
pushed to complete the new 260-km Surkhan—Pul-e Khumri power line,
which would raise Uzbek power exports to Afghanistan by an estimated 70
per cent.”® In 2024, Uzbekistan signed a 10-year contract to develop
Afghanistan’s Tooti Maidan gas field, committing $100 million per year to
tap the field’s extensive reserves. This project is expected to secure much-
needed natural gas for Uzbekistan while generating revenue and supplying
energy to Afghanistan.”

The discussions during the July 2022 conference also revealed a number
of challenges to Uzbekistan’s policy towards Afghanistan.

First, despite multidimensional cooperation between Tashkent and the de
facto Taliban authorities in Kabul, the latter could not demonstrate the ability
to provide security on the Uzbek—Afghan border. According to reports, in the
first half of 2022, three missile attacks were conducted from the Afghan
territory on Uzbekistan.*® In response to these and similar threats, Uzbekistan
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bolstered its border defences and regional security cooperation. In August
2022, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan conducted joint military drills
(Commonwealth-2022) near the Afghan frontier, simulating the
neutralisation of infiltrating militant groups. Heavy weaponry and rapid
reaction units were employed in the exercises to rehearse sealing of the border
against incursions.’! US officials have likewise noted a “deeply” shared
concern with Uzbekistan about terrorists in Afghanistan, as evidence suggests
that some extremist outfits have gained strength since the Taliban came to
power. To mitigate these risks, Uzbekistan has strengthened intelligence
cooperation with partners and likely with the Taliban authorities as well,
pressing Kabul to act against groups that could target neighbouring states.

Regardless of the Taliban reassurances on full control of the situation in
the north of the country, these security incidents indicated the challenges of
guaranteeing the provision of security in the border areas with the
neighbouring countries. Furthermore, the emergence of the Tajik Taliban in
the Badakhshan Province of Afghanistan in July 2022 was an alarming signal
for Central Asia,* given the possibility of the Afghan Taliban blackmailing
countries in the region with terrorist groups on their borders and demanding
various concessions.

Second, the complicated dialogue between the international community
and the Taliban on the issue of recognition of the latter’s de facto government
in Kabul. Due to the fact that Taliban is not recognised by the international
community, funding from international financial institutions to the
infrastructure projects in Afghanistan has been completely paused. Therefore,
Tashkent has been keen to facilitate dialogue and mutual understanding
between various countries and the Taliban. However, the statements of the
delegations participating in the Tashkent Conference exposed deep
disagreements between the international community and the Taliban on the
issue of inclusivity in the Taliban government, and its policy towards the
provision of the rights of women and girls, ethnic and sectarian minority
groups, and the media freedom.*® The discussions on human rights and
inclusivity have been going on but without any substantial progress in
reaching a compromise.

Third, the Taliban is now facing both internal factional divisions and
resistance from many opposition groups, which have been questioning their
style of governance. The movement looks fractured on many crucial issues.
Inconsistent decisions and internal ideological differences have resulted in the
Taliban adopting conflicting policies on girls’ school education, media
freedom, and in other spheres. Therefore, agreements reached in negotiations
with some representatives of the movement may not necessarily transform
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into real policy decisions. There are several resistance groups operating in
northern Afghanistan that disagree with the Taliban ideology and have not
accepted their governance. Under the current conditions, these resistance
groups are unlikely to overthrow the Taliban government, but are able to
create regular security challenges for the Taliban.

Fourth, the Taliban have finished the first phase of the construction of the
Qosh Tepa Canal in Balkh Province,* which diverts water from Amu Darya
to improve irrigation facilities in northern Afghanistan.*® Once the canal is
completed, almost 10 cubic kilometres, which is a third of the river’s water,
will flow into the interiors of Afghanistan.® This can have serious
consequences for Turkmenistan and several provinces of Uzbekistan like
Khorezm, Bukhara, Surkhandarya and Navoi, as well as for the Republic of
Karakalpakstan. The canal passes through a sandy area, and the efficiency of
the canal is low as it is not lined or covered, so much of its water would be
lost to seepage in the region’s dry soil. The biggest issue is that the Taliban
leadership kicked off this huge project without holding any consultations with
the neighbouring countries affected by its construction.

In recent years, Uzbekistan has become one of the major international
drivers of peace and reconciliation in Afghanistan. Tashkent has also emerged
as a credible partner of Kabul, notwithstanding who is in power in
Afghanistan. The relations between the two countries developed substantially
both during the Ghani Government and the current de facto Taliban
government. The hosting of a large international conference in Tashkent was
another sign of Uzbek Government’s effort to keep Afghanistan under the
international spotlight. The Uzbek officials frequently describe this policy in
terms of “pragmatism” and shared economic opportunity. For instance,
President Mirziyoyev has referred to Afghanistan as a natural part of Central
Asia and stressed that ‘Afghanistan’s problems are our problems’, urging
other neighbouring countries to integrate it, and not isolate it.>’

Following the July 2022 conference, several bilateral visits that took place
resulted in agreements on electricity supply, development of the Trans-
Afghanistan Railway, and commitments to expand trade. Both sides also
agreed to set up joint working groups to coordinate transit fees and investment
in infrastructure, streamline visa procedures for businesspeople, and
encourage private sector partnerships in the energy, agriculture, and the
manufacturing sector.

Even before the Taliban’s 2021 takeover, Mirziyoyev had advocated the
incorporation of Afghanistan into regional projects—citing plans like the
Surkhan—Pul-e Khumri power line and a railway to the Indian Ocean—as vital
for regional peace and development.
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Following the Taliban’s return to power in August 2021, Uzbekistan kept
its embassy in Kabul open and quickly established dialogue with the new
authorities. Uzbek officials acknowledged the Taliban as the de facto reality
and sought a working relationship no matter who was in power in Kabul.*
Tashkent has since positioned itself as a key interlocutor—hosting high-level
talks and humanitarian hubs—while not granting formal recognition to the
Taliban’s “Islamic Emirate” absent an international consensus. As
presidential envoy Ismatulla Irgashev explains, Uzbekistan sees engagement
as the only viable path: ‘Imagine what happens if we don’t engage...more
conflict, another civil war...threats to the neighbors and the international

community’.*

In sum, Uzbekistan’s policy reflects a blend of realism and regionalism:
On one hand, Tashkent engages the Taliban diplomatically and economically
to promote stability, while on the other, it stays alert to a possible spill over
of security threats from Afghanistan. Building on this twofold approach, the
Uzbek Government focuses first on maintaining continuous dialogue with the
Taliban to ensure that the Afghan territory is not used for terrorism, drug
trafficking, or any form of cross-border destabilisation. The Taliban
leadership has reassured Tashkent that Afghan soil would not be used to
threaten its neighbours and even pledged to repay overdue debts from import
of Uzbek electricity once assets were unfrozen.* In parallel, Uzbekistan has
steadily expanded its economic outreach, laying the foundation for greater
trade and infrastructure initiatives to complement the security-focused
dialogue.

In October 2023, Uzbekistan’s Deputy Prime Minister Jamshid Khojaev
led a large delegation (including the ministers of energy, transport, water, and
agriculture) to Kabul to expand trade and transit cooperation. During the visit,
the Taliban side, led by Deputy Prime Minister Baradar, praised the “balanced”
relations between the two countries and proposed increased Afghan exports
to Uzbekistan, for which the Taliban side asked Tashkent to lower the transit
fees for Afghan goods. The two countries agreed to form a joint working
group on transport tariffs to promote cross-border trade. Uzbekistan also
announced a “roadmap” to boost bilateral trade to as much as $3 billion (up
from roughly $600 million) in the coming years, easing of visa procedures for
Afghan traders and opening of a dedicated business centre in Termez for
Afghan commerce.*! This centre was later officially inaugurated by senior
Afghan and Uzbek officials to facilitate cross-border trade, streamline
logistics, and expand market access for Afghan exporters.

In the area of trade and industry, the two sides agreed, during the visit of
Mullah Baradar to Tashkent in February 2025, to expand the import of
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Afghan products into Uzbekistan in exchange for broader business
opportunities for Afghan firms. Uzbek investors are also exploring the
Afghan industrial sector, for instance the proposed establishment of a cement
plant in Samangan Province.*” Kabul has actively encouraged Uzbek
participation in mining projects, and although no specific contracts have been
concluded, Uzbekistan has signaled an interest in Afghanistan’s oil and gas
resources.

However, these facilitated negotiations have not yet brought the expected
concessions from the Taliban authorities. History teaches us that the best way
to resolve any disagreements between countries is through diplomacy and
dialogue, so these means should stay in priority to find solutions to the issues
of governance, security, economic development and humanitarian crisis in
Afghanistan. However, if Kabul responds inadequately to the kind gestures
of the neighbours, the latter would need to work on leverage mechanisms to
influence any unacceptable and unconstructive moves by the former.

The de facto Taliban government is facing many problems when it comes
to building relations with the neighbours, particularly as its ability to deliver
on commitments made remain doubtful. While the Taliban is seeking
international recognition, they are missing the fact that they have yet to secure
legitimacy at the domestic level. From the Taliban perspective, they have the
required religious legitimacy to govern and represent the country, but from
the perspective of the international community, the government in Kabul
represents the Taliban movement and not the whole Afghan nation. The
Taliban needs to make some compromises and conduct an internal
legitimisation exercise through a vote in Loya Jirga or any other alternative
mechanism. However, the Taliban leaders have refused to make ideological
compromises under any pressure from the international community.

The next issue Central Asia is concerned about is how independent is the
Taliban. Is it fully independent in its decision making or it has to confer with
some external actors before making policy commitments? There are many
signs pointing to their inability to organise public institutions, deliver
effective governance to the people, and control challenging situations. Daesh
is more active now and it frequently carries out terrorist attacks. In addition,
the Taliban needs internal de-securitisation. Simply conducting military
parades will not bring any credibility or domestic and international support to
the Taliban.

Finally, despite all the positive engagements with the Taliban, it is best to
be cautious and not to put all eggs in one basket. It is still not very clear as to
what kind of a situation will emerge in the short and medium term considering
the numerous challenges facing Afghanistan and whether the Taliban would
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be able to deal with those challenges in the coming times. The Taliban have
inherited a lot of challenges from the previous government, but if they claim
to be governing the country, they need to find ways to address the complex
challenges facing the country.

The governance failures of the Taliban and the lack of reliable security in
Afghanistan can have a direct impact on the prospect of attracting new
investments and technologies vital for the sustainable development of the
region, including Central Asia. The Central Asian countries need external
development partners to achieve comprehensive development. Afghanistan
has to be a part of the overall regional development endeavour. However, the
external participants in the development processes in Central Asia should
avoid engaging in a zero-sum game to establish their spheres of influence in
the region. Stability and sustainable development of Central Asia will benefit
all the neighbouring regions and the international community as a whole.
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Tajikistan’s Policy Towards Taliban-controlled
Afghanistan

Sherali Sh. Rizoyon and Makhmud F. Giyosov

The development of the situation in Afghanistan over the past three decades
has had a significant impact on the Central Asian region. The security agenda
of Tajikistan, which shares a 1344,15-km long border with Afghanistan in the
south,' is inextricably linked to the political and security processes in
Afghanistan. The Afghan factor, as discussed in the chapter, has long been of
concern to the country’s political elite, research experts, journalists, and the
Tajik community.

Dushanbe’s special interest in Afghanistan is driven by the fact that there
are many promising transit projects that could open avenues of economic
diversification, as well as access to the economies of South Asia and the
Middle East through Afghanistan. Stabilisation of the situation in Afghanistan
can thus significantly enhance prospects of Tajikistan and other Central Asian
states deepening cooperation with South Asian countries. It can contribute to
the expansion of political, trade, economic, cultural and humanitarian
relations between Tajikistan and the countries of South Asia.

Since the early days of its independence, Tajikistan has given due
importance to Afghanistan, an immediate neighbouring country that has
demanded constant attention from policymakers. This has also been the case
with most other Central Asian states since the early 1990s. Over the years, the
Central Asian states have developed their approaches based on their
respective interpretations of national interests and potential prospects in
seeking cooperation with Kabul. Therefore, the policies and approaches of
Central Asian countries have differed. The policies of countries bordering
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Afghanistan, i.e., Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, differ from those
of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, which do not have direct borders with
Afghanistan. However, there is a common thread running through the policies
of all the five Central Asian states: they are the most constructive neighbours
of Afghanistan and unlike the other neighbouring countries they have never
tried to interfere in the internal affairs of Afghanistan.

The failure of modernisation efforts in Afghanistan and the return of the
Taliban to power on 15 August 2021 came as a surprise to global and regional
powers. They quickly changed their approaches and tried to pursue a policy,
sometimes opportunistic and based on new Afghan realities. Tajikistan and
other Central Asian countries had to also adapt to the changing realities on
the ground and recalibrate their policies towards Afghanistan.

It should be noted that since August 2021, many articles and reports have
reflected on the potential negative impact of the current situation in
Afghanistan on neighbouring states in the medium and long term. The sense
of shock that followed the developments in Afghanistan immediately after the
Talban’s return has since been replaced with a sense of pragmatism. There is
a desire in the region to evolve appropriate policies and approaches to deal
with the changing reality. Another important development, the Ukraine War,
has gradually pushed the problem of Afghanistan to the sidelines and turned
international attention away from it since February 2022. Over the past three
years, during which the eyes of the entire world community were directed
towards Ukraine, terrorist organisations such as Islamic State—Khorasan or
Daesh—Khorasan and Al-Qaeda have quietly strengthened their presence in
Afghanistan. Foreign terrorist fighters of Central Asian origin are reported to
be active mainly in the north of Afghanistan.

These and other problems, as well as the existing potential risks and
threats to neighbouring states emanating from the territory of Afghanistan,
require close attention and regular assessment, and analysis and monitoring
of the situation. The experience of studying political processes in Afghanistan
shows that it is impossible to predict what will happen next there. Since the
most unexpected and unpredictable events can occur due to the idiosyncratic
nature of the Afghan political culture, the role and policies of the involved
powers and regional players will have to constantly readapt to such changes.

Assessment of the Situation in Afghanistan

For Tajikistan’s foreign policy perspective, developments in Afghanistan in
2021 were a big shock and a challenge. President of Tajikistan Emomali
Rahmon has repeatedly stressed that the government was ready to face any
challenges emanating from the unfolding situation in Afghanistan. The
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current situation shows that the nature of threats and challenges from the
territory of Afghanistan remain significant. To date, the Taliban have not
fulfilled any of the fundamental demands of the international community.

1. Formation of an Inclusive Government

Since August 2021, the main expectation from the international community
has been the formation of an inclusive government or an inclusive system of
political power, including the participation of women and all peoples of
Afghanistan. In fairness, it should be noted that President Emomali Rahmon
was the first to formulate and express these demands in a clear form on 25
August 2021 during a meeting with the visiting Pakistani Foreign Minister
Shah Mahmood Qureshi. According to the official statement issued after the
meeting, President Rahmon stressed the need to establish an inclusive
government in Afghanistan, representing all ethnic groups of the country, and
ruled out the possibility of Dushanbe recognising a government formed by
the Taliban alone.? The importance of an inclusive government lies in the fact
that it can become a factor in ensuring stability and security in the country. If
all Afghan groups are involved in the political process and represented in the
political system, the likelihood of destabilisation will decrease, and peace in
Afghanistan can be achieved. Today, there are various interpretations of an
inclusive government formulated by Afghan intellectuals® that reflect the
current reality and are aimed at ensuring the interests of all Afghan political
groups in the short term:

e Inclusive government is not a division of power between individual
groups, but implies a broader involvement of all citizens in the
decision-making processes. Thus, in order to form an inclusive
system of government, it is necessary to work with all groups;

e Inclusive government in Afghanistan means rejection of centralised
power; because only in a decentralised power structure can all
groups and nationalities of Afghanistan find their place.

By strengthening stability, Afghan political groups can take the next step
forward and create a democratic government. An important element here is to
hold free and fair elections without violence and pressure, and thus determine
the type of political system that is essentially representative.

The statements and actions of the Taliban show that they are convinced
that they already have an inclusive government, and believe that international
community have no right to interfere in the internal affairs of Afghanistan.
An analysis of the current situation shows that the Taliban does not want to
form an inclusive government. This is because key decisions made in
Kandahar are crucial, while the absence of constitutions and an established
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government in Kabul is largely irrelevant. There are also significant
contradictions within the Taliban, with most influential groups not wanting
an inclusive government.

2. Perception of the Taliban

It is useful to ask whether the Taliban have changed or not? This is the key to
understand both the current processes in Afghanistan and the policies and
approaches of the external powers towards the country. The way countries or
groups perceive the processes in Afghanistan reflect their interests and
expectations from the Taliban. It is clear that the Taliban have not changed,
for i) they have not taken any of the demands and expectations of the
international community seriously—the creation of an inclusive government,
the involvement of women in public administration, education for girls and
employment for women,; ii) in internal political processes, the rights of ethnic
and confessional groups are being infringed; iii) apartheid of women, and
eviction of other ethnic and confessional groups from their homes; iv)
Taliban’s interpretation of Islam militates against generally accepted form of
Islam in Afghanistan, and they have also changed sharia laws in accordance
with their understanding; v) The Taliban have always shown their opponents
less Islamic than them: Professor Burhanuddin Rabbani’s government was
called the Northern Alliance, the Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani
administrations—the Kabul office, and they completely dismissed the
existence of various resistance groups inside Afghanistan; vi) they are now
beginning to learn the laws of modern diplomacy and are ready to conduct
lengthy negotiations. However, it is quite another thing that they do not
guarantee results and consensus and therefore, to interact with them is to only
recognise their “rightness”.

There is a perception in expert circles that the Taliban are a proxy group
representing the interests of a particular country or a group of countries
because (i) certain countries seek to maintain their presence and influence in
Afghanistan through the Taliban, (ii) the Taliban are a group imposed on the
people of Afghanistan by outside powers, and (iii) they are the manifestation
of external interference in the internal affairs of Afghanistan.

Against this background, the Taliban have put forward resolution of
problems by force as the leitmotif of their policy, and there is no unity in their
ranks and there are many contradictions within them; they are divided into
different factions and they are all hostages of circumstances of their own
making. It should also not be forgotten that, along with other factors, the
Taliban came to power as a result of the signing of the Doha peace agreement
with the United States.
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3. Prospects for Recognition of Taliban and Lifting of International
Sanctions.

In the fourth year of their rule, the Taliban have not achieved the international
recognition, and they do not also have any internal legitimacy (in the sense
that there is no way one can prove that they enjoy it). Political and military
opponents of the Taliban are not reconciled to the Taliban’s return to power
and the women and the youth are struggling for their rights. All this has
created conditions that make it difficult for the Taliban to gain the
international recognition. During their first time in power in the 1990s, the
Taliban were recognised only by Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE.

Today, despite lacking legitimacy and political recognition from the
international community, the Taliban have managed to establish diplomatic,
trade, and economic relations with several countries. They have been
receiving weekly financial assistance of US$ 40 million from the United
States. Their close friends too are not yet ready to recognise them, even if they
have already recognised the embassies of Afghanistan run by the
representatives of the Taliban and consider it important to negotiate with them,
hold consultations on combating terrorism and drug trafficking support trade
and economic cooperation, and provide humanitarian assistance. These
countries are also calling for the unfreezing of the international reserves of
the Central Bank of Afghanistan. The position taken by these countries can
be described as a tactical approach in their relationship with the Taliban,
which is based on their political and economic interests. Russia, based on such
considerations, recognised the Taliban as the legitimate authority in
Afghanistan in July 2025. However, at the same time, Moscow reiterated the
conditions set by the international community for the Taliban.

It should be noted that there has been a shift in global attention away from
Afghanistan in the aftermath of the Ukraine War and the conflict in Gaza.
Such a situation favours the Taliban and they are focusing on consolidation
of their power in Afghanistan. Sensing the lack of close attention of the
international community, they are slowly turning Afghanistan into a country
where terrorists, including those of foreign origins, can take shelter and plan
their actions.

Another important fact that should not be missed is that the Taliban may
not necessarily need international recognition at the moment, because there
are already 17 embassies of various countries that are actively operating in
Afghanistan. Moreover, offices of international organisations are functioning
smoothly in Kabul. Today’s reality shows that all the involved actors and the
Taliban are satisfied with this status quo.
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4. The Possibility of Terrorist Threats Emanating from Afghanistan

As has been emphasised above, with the coming to power of the Taliban,
terrorism has become firmly rooted in the country. This is linked to the very
character of the Taliban, whose leaders are under international sanctions and
the organisation itself is recognised as ‘terrorist’ by a number of countries. It
is also a fact that the Taliban released all kinds of prisoners after coming to
power, including leaders and supporters of extremist organisations; and
created a favourable condition for foreign terrorist organisations to strengthen
their presence in the country, with external powers involved using them in
their proxy wars. Some countries view the presence and strengthening of the
Taliban power in Afghanistan as favourable to their interests. These countries
are engaged in the soft propaganda of the Taliban. Despite this, the terrorist
threats emanating from the territory of Afghanistan have not abated.

Today there are more than 22 foreign terrorist organisations operating
inside Afghanistan. Members of several of these organisations are operating
freely in the country. The Taliban government has given a breathing space to
all of them. They are engaged in increasing their strength by recruiting new
supporters, and taking part in the management and control of some areas on
behalf of the Taliban. The fact that al-Zawahiri, the leader of Al-Qaeda, lived
in an elite administrative district of Kabul, where he was killed in a drone
strike in the summer of 2022, proves this point. According to various
estimates, about 12,000 militants belonging to various terrorist groups were
released by the Taliban.

The current situation in Afghanistan is not favourable for the Central
Asian countries in terms of security. Terrorist organisations such as Al-Qaeda,
Daesh—Khorasan, East Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM), the Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), Jamaat Ansarullah and others have become
more active in Afghanistan.The most active among these is Daesh—Khorasan,
whose suicide bombers blew themselves up at the Kabul Airport in August
2021 and in front of the Russian Embassy in September 2022. Then on 2
December 2022, the Pakistani ambassador was attacked, and on 12 December
2022, Daesh—Khorasan suicide bombers carried out a terrorist attack in a hotel
where mainly Chinese entrepreneurs were staying. In total, in 2021 to date,
Daesh—Khorasan suicide bombers have carried out numerous terrorist attacks
inside Afghanistan. The main threats emanating from Afghanistan for
Tajikistan and other Central Asian countries are: terrorist organisations of
Central Asian origin, Al-Qaeda, Daesh—Khorasan, etc., and smuggling of
drugs and precious metals, which act as a fuel for revitalisation of terrorism
in the region.
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5. The Situation of Women in Afghanistan

The situation of women and especially girls in Afghanistan has deteriorated
over the past three years. Women were earlier involved in all spheres of life
in Afghanistan. Afghan women’s activism is observed at two levels. It is seen
in the activity of former members of parliament, civil servants and
representatives of civil society who emigrated from Afghanistan after 15
August 2021. They are working actively in host countries, have opened
foundations, registered organisations, held events and met diplomats to bring
the problems of Afghan women to the attention of the international
community. At the domestic level, women continue to demand the restoration
of their most basic rights.

Today, women in Afghanistan face discrimination in all forms. They do
not have the right to employment and education. On 21 December 2022, the
Taliban Ministry of Education decided to ban women from studying at
universities for an indefinite duration. They are not allowed to acquire modern
knowledge and skills. Afghan women have continually questioned the several
restrictions imposed by the Taliban authorities. Women have held
demonstrations and taken out protest marches, and have also taken to social
media networks to highlight their worsening condition in the country.

Tajikistan’s Current Policy Towards Afghanistan

The current Foreign Policy Concept states that Tajikistan ‘is in favor of a
quick restoration of lasting peace in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and
affirms that enduring peace, security and political stability of the neighboring
state meets its national interests.” It is of the view that ‘mutually beneficial
cooperation’ with Afghanistan is ‘based on historical, linguistic and cultural
affinities between the two nations.’*

Tajikistan’s policy toward Afghanistan has undergone some changes over
the past two years. Dushanbe has softened its rhetoric and facilitated contacts
between the business community and residents of border areas. The message
of the executive body of the state authority of the Gorno-Badakhshan
Autonomous Region, published on its Facebook page, states that on 2
September 2023, the work of border markets resumed in the Tem micro-
district of Khorog, as well as in Darvaz, Vanj and Ishkashim districts, which
border the Badakhshan Province of Afghanistan.’ This step is primarily aimed
at improving the well-being of residents along both sides of Amu Darya, and
especially the population of the districts of Afghan Badakhshan, which
contributes to their access to essential goods. In turn, the Taliban and their
official and unofficial speakers no longer make threatening statements
regarding Tajikistan.
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Tajikistan’s principled position on the Taliban has remained unchanged
since 1996. Tajikistan has never recognised their power, and continues to hold
the opinion that the activities of terrorist organisations on the territory of
Afghanistan can create serious threats and potential challenges for the entire
international community. In the late 1990s, President Rahmon had proposed
a security belt around the borders of Afghanistan in order to coordinate joint
measures to combat terrorism after the September 2001 terrorist attacks in the
United States, complementing the global anti-terrorism campaign launched in
Afghanistan. Tajikistan’s proposal about the need to form a security belt
around Afghanistan still remains relevant.

Tajikistan’s policy towards the Afghan crisis is also influenced by the
approaches of its closest neighbours and strategic partners. Russia plans to
create a G5, a new regional mechanism for resolving the crisis in Afghanistan
with the involvement of China, India, Pakistan and Iran. According to Russian
media reports, this idea was supported by Beijing.® It became obvious that the
path taken by Russia, aimed at playing with the Taliban and diligently
whitewashing them in the Russian information space, did not lead to the
expected results. In the Russian official media, the approach towards the
Taliban had been changing. Since August 2021, the Russian Foreign Ministry
has emphasised the expansion of relations with the Taliban. It hoped that
cooperating with the Taliban would serve their interests. However, very soon
Kremlin realised that the Taliban have not changed and will pose a significant
threat to Russian interests in the foreseeable future. Today, Russia’s approach
is mixed and it is pursuing friendly relations with the Taliban while doubting
their reliability. Such change in Russia’s policy may have a significant impact
on Central Asian countries’ policies toward Afghanistan.

Uzbekistan is a close neighbour and a strategic partner of Tajikistan.
Despite this, Tashkent and Dushanbe have different approaches towards the
Taliban. In January 2023, Uzbek policy towards Afghanistan faced a very
serious challenge due to the implementation of the Kosh-Tepa irrigation canal
by the Taliban authorities. This channel is intended for irrigation of 500
thousand hectares of land in Afghanistan. Earlier, the Soviet Union and
Afghanistan had agreed that the latter could use up to 10 cubic kms of water
per year from the Amu Darya basin. In the following years, Afghanistan did
not use its share, and Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan had been utilising the
water from Amu Darya for agricultural purposes. As water is fast becoming
a scarce commodity in these countries, the building of the Kosh-Tepa canal
has come as a shock for Tashkent and Ashgabat.

Once this canal is constructed, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan will face an
acute shortage of water. Water is becoming a sensitive issue among countries



82 Afghanistan under Taliban

in Central Asia and therefore, Taliban’s initiative will impact the process of
engagement by its northern neighbours in the long run. The Taliban have also
accused Tashkent of cutting electricity in the winter season, which was
probably linked to their decision to construct this canal. In this context,
putting pressure on the Taliban may not also yield expected results. Be that
as it may, it is obvious that in the near future, the policy of Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan towards the Taliban may undergo significant changes.

Today, close cooperation has been established between Uzbekistan and
the Taliban government in trade, economic, transport and transit areas, as well
as in the security sphere. In recent years, high-ranking delegations from both
countries have been received in Kabul and Tashkent. Uzbekistan attaches
great importance to the trans-Afghan transport corridor to increase trade flows
to the countries of South Asia.

Another problematic case for Tajikistan and Uzbekistan is the fate of the
Afghan aircraft flown into these countries by the Afghan pilots fleeing the
Taliban in August 2021. While the Afghan pilots and their family members
were evacuated by the United States from Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, these
aircraft remain parked in the two countries. The Taliban have repeatedly
demanded their return, to which Tashkent and Dushanbe have replied that
they could only return them to a legitimate and recognised authority in Kabul,
much to the chagrin of the Taliban. In February 2025, Uzbekistan transferred
seven Black Hawk helicopters to the United States.”

Tajikistan’s policy towards Afghanistan in the current situation can be
comprehended from the following observations:

First, today Tajikistan is the only neighbour of Afghanistan that has not
held open official talks with the Taliban leadership. The exception is the
prolongation of the agreement on the purchase of electricity with
representatives of Da Afghanistan Breshna Sherkat (DABS) in Tashkent in
December 2021% and in Istanbul in January 2023,” and the meeting of the
Deputy Chairman of the Gorno-Badakhshan Region of Tajikistan with
representatives of the Badakhshan Province of Afghanistan.'” For more than
27 years, Dushanbe has consistently adhered to the approach, including
during the first rule of the Taliban (1996-2001), of cooperating only with a
legitimate and recognised government in Kabul.

Second, Tajikistan has made a lot of efforts since August 2021 to draw
the attention of international leaders and the public to the large-scale
humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan. To mitigate the humanitarian crisis in
Afghanistan, it has offered its territory through which international aid can be
sent.
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Third, Tajikistan is progressively changing its policy to find ways to
coexist with a Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. It is aimed at maintaining ties
with economic entities and entrepreneurs of Afghanistan.

Tajikistan’s concern over the events in Afghanistan and the non-
recognition of the Taliban’s authority is linked to the following factors:

First, since independence, the Central Asian states at the bilateral and
multilateral levels have considered countering international terrorism as a
factor in ensuring regional security. Tajikistan’s concerns over the Taliban’s
policies stem from its realisation that under their control, Afghanistan is
harbouring terrorist groups which are a threat to regional peace.

Second, forceful seizure of power by the Taliban and the formation of an
Islamic emirate runs the risk of emboldening like-minded elements (or groups)
in different countries in the region who might want to repeat this example in
their countries, including in the states of Central Asia. The case of the
“Taliban” significantly impacts the security system in Central Asia, as it has
the potential to convert potential threats into real ones.

Third, Tajikistan has the second longest border with Afghanistan (after
Pakistan), and today the northern provinces of Afghanistan are completely
controlled by the Taliban. Foreign fighters, including those of Central Asian
origins (IMU in Uzbekistan, Jamaat Ansarullah in Tajikistan and others), have
great influence in these regions and echo the sentiments of the Taliban. The
leaders of the IMU and Ansarullah, after the signing of the peace agreement
in Doha, had congratulated the Taliban on their “victory” over the United
States and its allies and threatened the authorities in their respective countries
of origin that they would ‘repeat the success of the Taliban in the near
future’.!" Tt is pretty much evident that foreign fighters in Afghanistan are
protected by the Taliban. Today, the Taliban issues them Afghan passports,
supports them in every possible way, and almost all foreign fighters are under
the care of the Taliban'? so that their potential and combat experience can be
used at any time. Therefore, Tajikistan is ready for any turn of events in
Afghanistan.

Bilateral Trade and Economic Relations

Tajikistan’s external trade turnover with Afghanistan was about US$ 111
million in 2022, $98 million in 2023," and $114.7 million in 2024.'* An
analysis of various resources showed that the bilateral trade with Afghanistan
amounted to US$ 99 million in 2015, $81 million in 2016, $113 million in
2017, $99 million in 2018, $106 million in 2019, $70 million in 2020, and
$84.1 million in 2021.The press service of the President of Tajikistan reports
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that from 1997 to 2020, the total bilateral trade amounted to US$ 1 billion 549
million,' i.e., for over 20 years, the average was about US$ 77.45 million.

An analysis of data from 2015 to 2024 also shows a decline in the bilateral
trade, from US$ 114.7 million in 2024 to $70 million in 2020. The dip in 2020
was associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, when all states closed their
borders and there was a decline in trade around the world. During the period
the Taliban held power in Kabul for the first time (1996-2001), thereafter the
20-year period of the Republic (2002-2021), and since the return of the
Taliban in August 2021, the trade between Tajikistan and Afghanistan has
had similar indicators. Thus, the change of regimes in Kabul did not have any
significant impact on trade and economic relations between both countries.

Traditionally, food products, electricity, cement, coal and other types' of
goods have been exported from Tajikistan to Afghanistan for more than 10
years and this trend has not changed. This caters to the real needs of the people
of Afghanistan and Tajikistan has limited products to export. As per the data
mentioned earlier, the bilateral trade between Tajikistan and Afghanistan
increased from US$ 70 million in 2020 to $84.1 million in 2021. This was
more because in 2021, trade leapt back to normal after the pandemic came
under control. Tajikistan imports from Afghanistan mainly fresh and dried
fruits, vegetables, seeds, some types of plants and mineral fertilizers.'’

The approach of Tajikistan on bilateral trade with Afghanistan has been
most succinctly captured by Khayriddin Usmonzoda, Director of the Center
for Strategic Studies under the President of the Republic of Tajikistan.
Arguing that Tajikistan cannot stop cooperation with Afghanistan in all areas,
Usmonzoda stated in February 2023:

The president of the country [Emomali Rahmon] emphasized that we
do not interfere in the events taking place in the neighboring country
[Afghanistan], but we also cannot be indifferent...Tajikistan is
interested in our neighboring country [Afghanistan] being safe, stable
and developing. Security cannot be ensured without economic
development. Economy has a humanitarian aspect. Therefore,
Tajikistan distinguishes between political and economic and
humanitarian cooperation. Currently, our cooperation is established
in economic and humanitarian direction.!®

Thus, the trade turnover between Tajikistan and Afghanistan is more
because of traditional relations among private companies and entrepreneurs
who maintain mutually beneficial trade between the two countries. The
government hardly interferes in this domain.
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However, the purchase of Tajik electricity by Afghanistan’s DABS has
been problematic. As noted earlier, in December 2021 in Tashkent and in
January 2023 in Istanbul, Bargi Tojik (Tajik electricity producer) and DABS
extended agreements on the terms of purchase of electricity. According to the
Tajik media, Tajikistan exported 1.7 billion kWh of electricity to Afghanistan
in 2022. 1.7 billion kWh of electricity also was exported to Uzbekistan." In
2022, Tajikistan earned total amount of US$ 73 million from its sale of
electricity to Afghanistan, with an average price of 4.3 cents per kWh.?° Tajik
journalists in February 2023 asked the management of Bargi Tojik about the
debt of DABS to the company, but did not receive an exact answer. The head
of Barqi Tojik, Mahmadumar Asozoda, did not give any specific figure, but
noted that DABS’ debt service capabilities have improved. At the beginning
of 2022, DABS’ debt to Bargi Tojik was US$ 33 million, and inmid-2022, the
debt decreased by only US$ 5 million. This situation was explained by the
difficulties of transferring money from accounts in Afghan banks.”!

According to Abdullo Kurbonzoda, the deputy head of Bargi Tojik,
DABS paid off the remaining debt of $28 million in the first half of 2023. He
once again stressed that the debt was because of the problem of transferring
funds from the company’s accounts in Afghanistan.”> The volume of
electricity exports from Tajikistan to Afghanistan amounted to 1.6 billion
kWh in 2023% and 1.53 billion kWh in 2024.%*

Regardless of the abovementioned considerations, Tajikistan continues to
supply electricity to Afghanistan for mainly three reasons. First, it fulfills
earlier commitments (the agreement between Bargi Tojik and DABS on the
export of Tajik electricity to Afghanistan for a period of 20 years signed in
2008); second, Afghan market is a promising area for the sale of Tajik
electricity, and after the completion of the construction of large hydroelectric
power plants, it has been possible to increase the volume of exports; third, the
export of electricity to Afghanistan has a serious humanitarian dimension, and
in the winter season, it meets the requirements of ordinary people in
Afghanistan.

Tajikistan’s Infrastructure Priorities in Relation to Afghanistan
Tajikistan’s priorities and expectations regarding the situation in Afghanistan
are determined by the country’s interests. The following can be identified as
the key priorities of Tajikistan:

Connecting Energy Systems of Central and South Asia: Tajikistan occupies a
leading place in the world in terms of producing environment-friendly
electricity. Dushanbe is a major supplier of electricity to Kabul and sells its
products at a lower price than its neighbours. Another important project is the
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CASA-1000 transmission line, which will connect the countries of Central
Asia and South Asia through Afghanistan. Pakistan and India (in the future)
are potential buyers of Tajikistan’s electricity, which will be exported through
power lines. The search for potential electricity markets is a priority for
Tajikistan. Against this background, a stable and friendly Afghanistan
promises huge economic opportunities for Tajikistan.

Transit Potential of Afghanistan for Direct Access to Pakistan, Iran and India:
It is important for Tajikistan to expand its transit potential, and Afghanistan

opens up great opportunities for its implementation. Through the territory of
Afghanistan, Tajikistan can reach the seas, that is, the ports of Gwadar

(Pakistan) and Chabahar (Iran). Both these ports are of particular importance

for Tajikistan. Another interesting project is about accessing Pakistan through

the Wakhan Corridor. The construction of a highway between Chitral

(Pakistan) and Ishkashim (Tajikistan) will connect the road infrastructure of
both countries and will enable both Tajikistan and other Central Asian

countries to have an alternate route to the port of Gwadar. Tajikistan is

interested in expanding relations with the countries of South Asia, since it

would contribute to the achievement of the country’s strategic goals. It would

break the transportation deadlock and turn Tajikistan into a transit country.

For this, Afghanistan is of particular importance. Six bridges have been built

over the Panj/Amu Darya River, and, according to the Minister of Transport

of Tajikistan, the capacity of the Panji Poyon—Sher Khan Bandar checkpoint

is second only to the Fatekhabad—Oybek checkpoint (the border in the north

with Uzbekistan).?

Tajikistan in its National Development Strategy-2030 has identified ways to
overcome transportation and communication impasse, and turn the country
into a transit hub, ensure energy independence, and make the country an
exporter of electricity. In this regard, the southern vector plays a key role,
since the shortest route to the seaports of Gwadar (Pakistan) and Chabahar
(Iran) passes through the territory of Afghanistan. The transit potential of
Afghanistan’s Wakhan corridor to connecting Tajikistan with Pakistan thus
assumes significance. During Karzai and Ghani’s administration, direct
transit through the corridor could not materialise due to tensions between
Kabul and Islamabad. Post-2021, the scenario remains the same. Finally, the
completion and operationalisation of the CASA-1000 transmission line,
which connects the power systems of Central Asia and South Asia, would be
impossible without the cooperation of the current Afghan authorities.

According to Daler Juma, Minister of Energy and Water Resources of
Tajikistan, the CASA-1000 project will be launched in 2027. The
construction work on the Tajik and Kyrgyz routes has now been completed,
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and in the coming days, the power transmission lines between Tajikistan and
Kyrgyzstan will be connected.’® The Taliban also has high hopes from this
project. According to Mutaullah Abid, a representative of the Taliban
government’s Ministry of Energy and Water Resources, work on the CASA—
1000 project in Afghanistan has been completed by 70 per cent and more than
95 per cent of the necessary equipment has already been delivered to the
construction site.”’

In December 2022, President Rahmon paid an official visit to Pakistan,
and in a joint statement issued it was noted that the countries intend to bring
their cooperation to the level of a strategic partnership. It was reported that a
“Strategic Partnership Agreement” will be finalised and the parties will sign
it soon during the visit of the Prime Minister of Pakistan to Dushanbe.?® In
July 2024, during the official visit of the Prime Minister of Pakistan Shehbaz
Sharif to Tajikistan, the “Strategic Partnership Agreement between the
Republic of Tajikistan and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan” was signed.
Thus, Tajikistan is trying to ensure its priorities and deepen cooperation with
the states of South Asia. In order to ensure Tajikistan’s interests in the long
term, it would be advisable to initiate the signing of a strategic partnership
agreement between Dushanbe and New Delhi. Such an approach will provide
an opportunity to expand and strengthen relations in all areas with Pakistan
and India and can have a positive impact on the socio-economic situation in
Afghanistan.

Conclusion
Tajikistan’s position on Afghanistan is dictated by the peculiarities of its own
national interests and perceptions. The difference in the policy of Dushanbe
from that of other Central Asian states makes it possible to assess the situation
from a different point of view and take a decision on how to engage
Afghanistan.

The fate of the Afghan Republic shows that all countries, especially the
Central Asian states, need to take comprehensive measures to strengthen the
foundations of their statehood and national security. The key lesson from the
events in Afghanistan is that assistance from external partners can be
temporary and situational. In protecting and strengthening a State, no other
factor plays as important a role as the interests and security of the citizens.
Therefore, it is necessary to take into account the Afghan experience and
understand that the interests of Central Asian states and their citizens are best
served by ensuring stability, security, and sustainable development.

The Central Asian states need to think seriously about the reality of
terrorist threats from Afghanistan, coordinate their security policies, and
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evolve effective mechanisms to neutralise security challenges and threats to
the region. One thing is clear: no one but the states and the people of Central
Asia have the greatest stakes in the stability and security of their region.
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Iran and the Revival of Taliban Emirate

Mohsen Shariatinia and Hamed A. Kermani

If one defines political order as lack of violence and anarchy on the one hand
and the presence of an enduring and stable democratic regime on the other,'
then such an order is being challenged as a result of the Taliban’s re-
emergence in Afghanistan. Since the so-called “Islamic Emirate” has
reclaimed its dominance in Afghanistan after the withdrawal of foreign troops
in August 2021, Iran’s relations with Afghanistan have become more
complicated. The paper argues that the Taliban’s presence in power has
challenged the political order in Afghanistan to the extent that, one, Iran has
been facing practical issues with the new rulers of Kabul since September
2021, and, two, some of Iran’s fundamental interests have been severely
challenged in Afghanistan, both of which are a result of the collapse of the
democratic political order in Kabul that Iran had learned to work with for two
decades. To unpack these shifts, the paper analyses the evolving dynamics
across three levels: national (local political structures and actors), regional
(neighbourhood alignments and rivalries), and systemic (interactions with
great powers and global norms).

Local (national) Level

Iran has had complicated relations with the Taliban. After 9/11, Iran tacitly
supported the overthrow of the Taliban government. However, gradually the
conflict between Iran and the US in Afghanistan increased and Iran found
common interests with the Taliban. Iran demanded the withdrawal of foreign
forces from Afghanistan and cautiously welcomed the Taliban’s return to
power. However, the two former rivals’ definition of the political order in
Afghanistan is conflicted.” Iran had an essential role in the formation of the
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democratic order in Kabul following the 2001 Bonn Conference. For Iran, it
was an optimal political regime for Afghanistan, even though it was unsteady
and vulnerable.? Therefore, from Tehran’s perspective, the best option was
that the Taliban engaged with the democratic political system without
transforming it.*

However, despite international pressure, Taliban changed Afghanistan’s
political system to an “Islamic Emirate” and deprived all political groups of
political participation. The revival of the “Islamic Emirate” posed strategic
and ideological threats to Iran.’ In such an order, the form of law would be
based on a Talibani narrative of political Islam. Consequently, minorities’
rights, especially rights of Afghan Shias, who are considered as Iran’s allies
and strategic depth in Afghanistan, have been compromised. The Taliban
government not only prohibited groups close to Iran, such as the Northern
Alliance, from any political participation in the government, but also engaged
in a conflict with forces loyal to Ahmad Massoud (son of former commander
Ahmad Shah Massoud) for control over Panjshir, eliminating the conditions
for any compromise.® The Taliban’s narrative of Islam, which is called the
“Qeshri”” narrative in Iran, is regressive and fanatical from the perspective of
Iranian leaders and is in opposition to the official Iranian Shiite narrative of
Islam. Such a narrative also has important implications for the nature of the
state and its relationship with the people in Afghanistan.®

However, one must note that all of Iran’s foreign policy elites do not agree
with the above-mentioned understanding. There is a debate in this regard, and
some influential people, including members of the parliament, suggest that
the Taliban have changed and could be helpful to Iran’s anti-West policy.
Therefore, they could be subject to a cooperative and constructive approach.’
The other side of this argument usually put forth by Iranian reformists, points
to the Taliban’s totalitarian, violent, and dogmatic approach toward politics,
and considers it to be an existential threat to Iran and its interests in the
region.!”

After the fall of Kabul in August 2021, a heated debate broke out in Iran
between two reformist and fundamentalist factions regarding Iran’s relations
with the Taliban. This ongoing debate is getting more heated with the
developments that are happening in the relations between Iran and the Taliban.
The border conflicts between Iran and Afghanistan, the differences between
the two countries over the 1973 Helmand River Water Treaty, and the
Taliban’s treatment of political and ethnic groups in recent months have
fueled this debate. Despite Tehran’s concerns regarding the political situation
in Afghanistan and differences with the Taliban, Tehran has put cautious
engagement with the Taliban on its agenda,'' without extending formal
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recognition to their regime.'> When it comes to economic relations and the
bilateral trade, this cautious engagement seems to be paying off.

When the Taliban took power, bilateral trade between Iran and
Afghanistan fell dramatically. In 2019, during the Ashraf Ghani Government,
Iranian exports to Afghanistan stood at $2.308 billion and in return Iran
imported a small amount of goods." In 2020, Iran’s exports to Afghanistan
decreased by 20 per cent compared to 2019.'* In 2022, the trade between the
two countries grew marginally, reaching to $1.634 billion. The bilateral trade
volume has since continued to grow. In November 2023, Taliban Deputy
Prime Minister Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar visited Iran at the head of a high-
level delegation, which also visited the Chabahar Port. The Afghan delegation
expressed its desire to increase the value of bilateral trade to $10 billion,'?
which seems unrealistic under the current circumstances. The main issue in
this area is that with the Taliban’s domination of Afghanistan, the major part
of international aid to this country has been cut off, and with the withdrawal
of foreign forces, an important part of the country’s financial circulation has
also been diminished. In addition, Iran—Afghanistan—India trilateral
cooperation on the Chabahar Port has faced major challenges. Therefore, the
return of the trade relations between the two countries to the situation before
the Taliban took over is facing major challenges.

Regional Level

At the regional level, Afghanistan’s evolving political order intersects with
longstanding strategic rivalries, many of which shape—and are shaped by—
Iran’s interests in the country. A productive analytical framework is to assess
these rivalries through dyadic relationships of amity and antagonism. To the
extent that Iran is concerned, three main dyadic rivalries in the region are
connected to Tehran’s interests in Afghanistan: Iran—Pakistan, Iran—Saudi
Arabia, and India—Pakistan. These dyads relate to Afghanistan’s political
order around one or more of three different concepts: nature of the state,
social dynamics (internal to Afghanistan), and economy.

As regards the first case, the Iran—Pakistan dyad demonstrates rivalry in
two particular realms related to the nature of the state and social dynamics.
Pakistan, enjoying religious and ethnic similarities with the majority Sunni
Pashtun population in Afghanistan, clearly stands in favour of a government
run by the Taliban, which has long been considered the re-Talibanistion of
Afghanistan.'® Therefore, Pakistan has tried to legitimise Taliban’s de facto
state in the international community as a normal state and gradually provide
the grounds for recognising this group. It will give Pakistan an upper hand in
Afghanistan against Iran.
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Therefore, it is not surprising that Iranians, who traditionally are in favour
of the Northern forces (comprising ethnic minorities such as Tajiks and
Hazaras), watch Pakistan’s attempts suspiciously.!” Thus, the nature of the
future state will not just affect social dynamics and balance of forces
internally but also the regional rivalries. However, one should give serious
considerations to the developments in the Taliban’s relations with Islamabad.
The killing of Ayman al-Zawabhiri in Kabul by a US drone launched from the
Pakistani soil,'® Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan’s (TTP) attacks on Pakistani
troops from Afghanistan,’” and the resurfacing of old territorial issues
between the two countries, have led to serious tensions in bilateral relations.

Another dilemma in the Iran—Pakistan dyad in Afghanistan is the way US
relates to it. Pakistan played a pivotal role in convincing the Taliban and the
US to enter into negotiations that led to the Doha Agreement in February 2020.
Also, there were speculations that Pakistan and the US were locked in talks
over locating the US military bases on Pakistan’s soil.?” Cooperation against
terrorism was mentioned as the main aim for these proposed military bases.?!
Even though Pakistani officials, particularly during the Imran Khan
government and also the Shahbaz Sharif government, opposed the possibility
of such a demand, it seems that after Khan’s ouster, the US—Pakistan security
cooperation increased.”> Such cooperation, especially the presence of
American intelligence and military forces on Iran’s eastern borders, bothers
Tehran in two ways. First, the US activities in Pakistan will add to Iran’s
security dilemma at its eastern borders in a region that is even more sensitive
than Iran’s border with Afghanistan due to the presence of Baloch insurgents
and terrorist groups such as Jaish-ul Adl. Second, the US-Pakistan
cooperation in the region, including in Afghanistan, will add to the Iran—
Pakistan tensions.

The Iran—Saudi dyad is chiefly concerned with the nature of the state in
Afghanistan. While the Taliban are supposed to be more affiliated with
Qatari’s brotherhood, their ideological ties with Saudi Jihadists and
extremists are strong. The first generation of Taliban leaders, including
Mullah Umar, the group’s founder, studied in madrasas supported by Saudi
Wahhabis.”® Saudis also financed the jihadists’ primary military efforts
against the Soviets.”* After the establishment of the “Islamic Emirate” in
Afghanistan, Iran has repeatedly expressed its concerns and emphasised the
establishment of an inclusive government. Part of Tehran’s concern is related
to the ideological nature of the Taliban and their links with anti-Shia
ideological movements. In other words, Iran’s disapproval of an Islamic
Emirate in Kabul was in some part because of the ideological threat it posed



Iran and the Revival of Taliban Emirate 95

to Tehran’s narration of political Islam,? which within the context of the Iran—
Saudi rivalry meant more footprint for the Kingdom on Iran’s eastern borders.

With regard to the India—Pakistan dyad, economy and social interaction
are at the centre. India has always been a crucial factor for Iran—Pakistan and
Iran—Afghanistan relations.”® Considering the importance of security
dynamics that an India—Pakistan rivalry generates within the region, bringing
this dyad into account is vital for understanding the regional implications of
the new developments in Afghanistan from an Iranian perspective.
Afghanistan is the third regional area of conflict between the two countries
next to Kashmir and the Indian Ocean, and Iran happens to be on India’s side
in this matter.

Briefly, India considers Afghanistan—and Central Asia—as the first ring
of extended neighbourhood to its strategic core—Indian Ocean.?’ Therefore,
New Delhi tries to diminish Pakistan’s strategic depth there and wishes to
reach out to the market and natural resources of the region.? For India, Iran
is its only logical alternative route to Central Asia, Russia, and East Europe.
Economically speaking, the trilateral agreement in 2016 between Iran, India,
and Afghanistan provided a foundation for Iran’s economic ties with
Afghanistan during the previous government, as well as bolstering Iran—India
ties. The route is aimed at bypassing Pakistan and escaping China’s strategic
encirclement,” and to the extent that it enhances Iran—India ties, it causes
anxiety for Pakistan. In terms of social dynamics, in the 1990s and after the
invasion of foreign troops in Afghanistan in 2001, India, coupled with Iran,
stood against the Taliban,* which then was the most trusted and powerful ally
of Islamabad in Afghanistan. However, the relations between Islamabad and
Kabul have not been steady since the Taliban seized power in Afghanistan.
Issues such as the close ties between the Taliban and the TTP,*! illegal
migrants,*” and conflict over shared water resources,” have deteriorated
relations between old allies.

The Taliban has chosen Pakistan as the most important transit route and
has signed important trade and customs agreements with Islamabad.* In
addition, the Taliban has shown interest in joining the China—Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) and has prioritised the implementation of the
Trans-Afghan Corridor, the 573-km railway that is supposed to connect
Uzbekistan to Pakistan through Afghanistan’s soil.*> Such a move is an
economic loss for both Iran and India and alters regional strategic dynamics
due to Afghanistan’s dependence on Islamabad, tying India’s hands in the
region.*® Without Kabul on board, developing the Chabahar Port by India
makes less sense and causes issues for Tehran—Delhi relations as well, all in
favour of Pakistan’s regional interests. Even though the Taliban leaders have
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been trying to explore other options and diversify the Afghan trade routes,
partly due to the disagreements with Islamabad, a combination of India’s
decreasing incentive to reach out to Afghanistan through Chabahar and
Kabul’s diversifying options to access the Indian Ocean and Oman Gulf
means that Iran and India need to redefine their cooperation in Chabahar
under the current circumstance.

The Afghanistan issue has also witnessed non-traditional regional actors
seeking to play a role in recent years. Turkey and Qatar are the most important
ones. The Islamic Brotherhood-bound leaderships in Istanbul and Doha seem
more engaged on the Afghanistan issue than they have been in the past.
Hosting the US—Taliban negotiations, despite strong interests of Riyadh and
Abu Dhabi,*” and the Taliban’s office by Qatar, and longstanding efforts in
intra-Afghan negotiations by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,*® are
signs of the emergence of new important actors in the Afghan arena. In other
words, after the fall of Kabul, Turkey and Qatar tried to expand relations with
the Taliban and supported them in establishing a new political order. Iran’s
understanding of the Turkey—Qatar axis is not very clear-cut, but imagining
Tehran’s threat perception from yet another ideological rival in the form of
the Muslim Brotherhood in Afghanistan is not far-fetched.

At the Level of Great Powers

Iran approaches the role of great powers in the Afghanistan crisis very
cautiously, and at different levels, while looking for opportunities to deal with
the crisis-prone country in cooperation with them. Iran has acknowledged
great powers’ role in state-building and strengthening of political order in
Afghanistan throughout history but at the same time, it has looked at their
presence at its eastern borders with anxiety and concern.* Paradoxically,
United States was Tehran’s most important partner in establishing the new
political order in Kabul post-2001.*° Taliban posed a severe threat to Iran
before US invaded Afghanistan. On some occasions, the tension between the
two escalated to the threshold of war, and Iran even considered a military
advance on Herat.*! The International Force’s invasion of Afghanistan
removed this threat and opened up a strategic opportunity for Tehran. Iran
collaborated with the US, India, Russia, and some other powers to topple the
Taliban’s Islamic Emirate and establish the new political order, which
benefited them in crucial ways.*?

However, the Iran—US relations in Afghanistan became complicated later,
creating a triangle of complex inter-relationship between Iran, Taliban and
the US, and particularly between Iran and the US. The Doha Agreement of
February 2020 brought about a new development in the triangle. The US exit
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strategy envisaged in the agreement presented Iran with a security dilemma:
on the one hand, it removed the perceived threat from US military presence
at its eastern border* and Iran stepped up its new regional strategy, called
‘Dismiss the Americans,” while on the other hand, the American withdrawal
paved way for the collapse of the Afghan Republic and the return of the
Taliban hegemony in Afghanistan.

With the fall of the Ghani Government, Iran was presented with a
complex opportunity. On the one hand, the threats caused by the US presence
in Iran’s eastern neighbourhood disappeared, while on the other, it became
difficult for Iran to manage relations with the Taliban. In addition to this,
thousands of Afghan refugees arrived in Iran, and Iran’s bilateral trade with
Afghanistan, its third largest export partner after Iraq and China, decreased
dramatically. Though the trade revived slowly, the refugee issue became more
severe after 2021. Official statistics indicated the presence of about four
million Afghan immigrants in Iran, while the unofficial reports estimated the
number to be much higher and closer to six to eight million people.** The
presence of Afghan immigrants in large cities and with many of them
committing crimes and violence in recent years made the issue of Afghan
immigrants a daily concern for Iranian society and policymakers.* In October
2023, the Pakistan government’s ultimatum to 1.7 million undocumented
Afghan migrants to leave the country by 1 November fuelled fears of a new
wave of Afghan migrants entering Iran after leaving Pakistan.*®

The paper has mentioned the correlation between the Iran—US tension and
its relation to Afghanistan before. Though following a sinusoidal pattern post-
2001, the relationship experienced escalated tensions during the first Donald
Trump administration. President Joseph Biden de-escalated tensions to some
extent but with the return of Trump, bilateral animosity is back in play again.
After October 2023, the conflict between Hamas and Israel and the tension
between Iran and the US heated up again. As the relations between the two
parties stand, and despite mutual benefits in maintaining the status quo in
Afghanistan for Tehran and Washington, Iran has concentrated on
cooperation with Russia, China, and India in recent years.

Iran’s collaboration with China and Russia in Afghanistan has endured
since the 1990s. However, Iran’s relationship with Moscow has further
strengthened in recent years. In other words, Russia has become Iran’s most
crucial partner in Afghanistan amongst great powers. Both sides consider
America’s withdrawal a strategic opening to greater collaboration, including
on Afghanistan. Even as Iran has looked forward to collaboration with Russia
on Afghanistan, it has also tried to reach a mutual strategic understanding with
Beijing to deal with post-2021 Afghanistan. Despite the efforts of both Iran
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and China, such an understanding has not yet been reached. Islamabad has
been Beijing’s most important partner in Afghanistan. Differences between
the interests of Tehran and Islamabad in post-2021 Afghanistan have been a
major obstacle to building a strategic understanding between Beijing and
Tehran. But the strategic understanding between Tehran and Moscow on post-
2021 Afghanistan has been established to some extent.

Historically, Iran’s policy in Afghanistan has been swinging between
resisting against and collaborating with great powers. Since the Taliban
returned to power and the US forces withdrew from Afghanistan, working
with Russia has been central to Iran’s approach to Afghanistan and the region.
Iranian leaders consider it an opportunity to expand Tehran’s influence and
take forward its ‘Dismiss the Americans’ strategy that gained prominence
after Gen Qasem Soleimani’s assassination in January 2020. Iran undoubtedly
considers America’s withdrawal from Afghanistan a victory. But at the same
time, Iran has been worried about the nature of the Taliban State, its
ideological and geopolitical agenda, and the management of relations with it.

Afghanistan’s democratic political system, which provided the space for
political participation of groups close to Iran, has completely disappeared and
the Taliban’s “Islamic Emirate” has gained a hegemonic position, and Afghan
economy is facing a serious risk of collapse. Tehran is trying hard to “adapt”
to the new Afghanistan while playing a role in “shaping” it. However, with
Kabul’s new political system in place for over three years now, Iran finds
itself in a complicated situation. Iran neither favoured US’s deep engagement
and nor its rapid disengagement from Afghanistan, and is now facing practical
challenges arising from certain ideological and political disparities with an
abnormal state in its immediate neighbourhood.
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Russian Imperatives in Afghanistan

Alexey Kupriyanov

In order to understand Russia’s position on Afghanistan, it is necessary to
grasp the underlying imperatives. This requires a historical and sociological
analysis that would allow us to consider the development of relations between
the Afghan and Russian societies over time, their mutual perception of each
other and the incorporation of ideas about each other into their historical myth
and their perception of the world around. In my article, I will touch on only
one side of the issue, namely, how Afghanistan and the Afghans and Russian-
Afghan relations as a whole are perceived in the Russian public consciousness.
These relations have a relatively short, but extremely eventful history.

Unlike Russian-Indian ties, Russian-Afghan relations were established
relatively late and initially had a completely different character. India was of
interest to the Russian government primarily from a trade and economic point
of view, but relations with Afghanistan initially had a serious component of
security. Russia hoped to establish contacts with the Durrani Empire in order
to act together against the raids and slave trade of the Central Asian tribes and
polities and the threats from Qing China. However, despite a number of
promising contacts (the visit of Bogdan Aslanov to Afghanistan in 1764,
Shahzadeh to Orenburg in 1831, Hussein-Ali to St Petersburg in 1836, Jan
Witkiewitz to Kabul in 1837, and so on), relations between St Petersburg and
Kabul were actually interrupted after the defeat of Afghanistan in the Second
Anglo-Afghan War 1878-1880.

Having retained its independence, Afghanistan was forced to subordinate
the interests of its foreign policy to the orders of the British, who were
primarily concerned with the security of British India and suspected Russia
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of trying to use Afghanistan as a springboard for the invasion of India. These
fears were actually groundless, since the Russian military leadership was well
aware of the complexity and impracticability of this undertaking, noting that
the plan to march on India through Afghanistan lies more in the field of
psychiatry than strategic planning. This fully applies to the strange idea of
Tsar Paul to send the Cossacks on a campaign to India through Afghanistan
to help Napoleon.

From the British point of view, however, things looked completely
different. The gradual annexation and vassalisation of the Central Asian
polities were perceived by them as a potential threat to India. This perception
led to the beginning of the Great Game between Russia and Great Britain in
Central Asia, with Afghanistan taking an ambivalent position: on the one hand,
it was essentially a British outpost (which was confirmed during the infamous
Panjdeh incident, 1885), on the other, the Afghan emirs dreamed of
overthrowing from the yoke imposed by the British and make Afghanistan a
fully independent state. In this situation, Russia looked like a natural ally of
Kabul, because, although Afghanistan had become a playground for the Great
Game, it was never the goal of this game for St. Petersburg. Historically
Russia never had territorial claims on the territorial core of Afghanistan and
did not perceive it as a zone of its influence.

After the October Revolution of 1917, Afghanistan became the first
country to establish diplomatic relations with Soviet Russia. For Moscow this
act of international recognition was of great importance, and the Soviet
leadership provided all possible support to Kabul during the Third Anglo-
Afghan War of 1919. Unfortunately, this support was mainly moral, since a
civil war was going on in Russia at that time, and Soviet Russia could not
send troops to help Afghanistan. A small number of weapons sent from
Moscow were confiscated by the Turkestani Bolsheviks, who fought hard
against the advancing Whites.

In the decades that followed, Moscow looked at Afghanistan through two
prisms: ideology and security. Through the first prism, Afghanistan was seen
as a promising post-colonial country, throwing off the unequal treaty imposed
by the British, and waging a legitimate struggle against the legacy of
colonialism. This approach gave rise to a natural problem that Moscow faced
not only in relation to Afghanistan, but also in relation to most other post-
colonial countries. The original Soviet ideological prerequisites required
betting on the progressive class, i.e. the proletariat, while at the same time a
pragmatic and realistic approach assumed consideration of the real situation,
which prompted the Bolsheviks to ally with the ruling feudal elites in
countries where the proletarian revolution remained the subject of pure theory
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and could not be implemented in the foreseeable future. This predetermined
the eternal duality of Soviet politics: on the one hand, the USSR had to support
the progressive ruling elites against the imperialists, on the other hand, the
even more progressive proletariat and peasantry against the ruling elites. In
each specific case, this contradiction was solved in different ways.

Through a second prism, Afghanistan was seen as the key to the security
of the southern borders of the USSR. After the end of the civil war in Russia
in general and in Turkestan in particular, a large number of Basmachi
(participants in the rebel movement against the Soviet regime) found refuge
in Afghanistan, from where they made regular raids on Soviet territory.
Considering that the main forces of the USSR were concentrated in other,
more threatened directions (the European and Far Eastern borders), the Soviet
government tried to solve the problem in the Central Asian direction, mainly
through diplomacy using the carrot and stick. For example, in 1924-1927,
Moscow sent Emir Amanullah airplanes, anti-aircraft guns and experienced
pilots who supported the Afghan troops in the battles against the rebels in
Khost, while at the same time exerting diplomatic pressure on Kabul,
demanding that the emir refuse to support the Basmachi.'

At the same time, Soviet intelligence was active in Kabul, counteracting
the efforts of hostile intelligence services, primarily British.> In 1929, Soviet
troops intervened directly in the situation in Afghanistan in order to keep Emir
Amanullah in power: a detachment of Vitaly Primakov entered Afghanistan,
defeated the Basmachi and Habibullah Kalakani troops in several battles and
captured Mazar-i-Sharif, Balkh and Kholm. However, Amanullah Khan,
whose troops in the south of the country were defeated, fled the country.
Soviet troops were withdrawn from Afghanistan. The following year, with the
permission of Muhammad Nadir Shah, who overthrew Kalakani, Soviet
troops raided Afghanistan and defeated the Basmachi who did not have time
to escape.’

Relations with the moderate reformer Mohammed Zahir Shah, who
regularly visited the USSR and was friends with Nikita Khrushchev and
Leonid Brezhnev, lay in line with this paradigm and completely suited
Moscow. The coup d’état of Mohammed Daoud Khan and the proclamation
of the republic in 1973 were also met in the USSR quite calmly, since when
he was prime minister, Daoud showed himself to be a pragmatic politician,
ready to move closer to the Soviet Union. The early years of Daoud’s rule
seemed to confirm this impression, but in 1977 he began to purge pro-Soviet
elements from the government. Moscow, however, hoped to normalise
relations with Daoud, but in 1978 he was overthrown and killed in the Saur
Revolution. For the USSR, it came as a complete surprise.
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For those who looked at the situation through an ideological prism, this
surprise was a pleasant one, since the USSR received an ideologically close
state on the southern borders that copied the Soviet model. For those who
perceived it through the prism of security, it was rather unpleasant, since the
reliable and comfortable system of interaction with the Afghan elites, which
guaranteed the existence of a friendly-neutral state and the security of the
southern border, was destroyed. This split in the Soviet leadership became
clear after the new Afghan leaders, faced with the resistance of conservative
forces as a result of rash and abrupt reforms, asked Moscow for military
assistance.* For a long time, this assistance was provided in an extremely
limited amount, and only the removal and assassination of Nur Muhammad
Taraki, a personal friend of Brezhnev, by Hafizullah Amin, pushed the Soviet
leadership to a full-fledged intervention and change of power in Afghanistan.’
By that time, a new factor appeared: in the event of the fall of the pro-Soviet
regime, counter-revolutionaries could come to power, and Afghanistan, as
Moscow believed, could become a springboard for the United States or pro-
American puppets, such as Pakistan.The result was the involvement of the
USSR in the war in Afghanistan. During the ten-year conflict, the Soviet
Union, trying to help the friendly regime to stabilise the situation, suffered
significant economic and military losses. The Afghan war became a factor
that accelerated the collapse of the USSR.

As a result, Russian society acquired a rather specific view of the Afghan
war. It is considered, on the one hand, as a clearly erroneous and voluntaristic
decision of the country’s leadership. On the other hand, a decade after the end
of the war, an opinion was formed that intervention was justified, since it
helped to secure the southern borders of the USSR and interrupted drug
imports. The actions of the army are regarded as fully justified: at one time,
“Afghans” (people who served in Afghanistan) became objects beyond
criticism, which allowed them to occupy a specific position in the societies of
post-Soviet states. Although now all this is in the past, the "Afghan syndrome"
still persists: any mention of a possible military operation in Afghanistan is
perceived sharply negatively in Russia, while at the same time, Russian
society is following what is happening in Afghanistan with deep interest. This
defines the limitations of the Russian reaction to any Afghan events: the need
to stabilise the situation and have a friendly Afghan population in the south,
while not intervening in the situation by force. This predetermined Russian
policy in the 1990s, which was to repel attacks on border outposts, and limited
Russian assistance to the Northern Alliance. The idea of military intervention
was categorically unacceptable to Russian society and political and military
circles and remains so to this day.
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Imperatives and Missed Opportunities

On this historical basis, a set of imperatives was formed that determined
Russian policy towards Afghanistan. The first key imperative is stability and
tranquility. This imperative is driven by several concerns.

First, Russia is worried about a possible invasion by militants from
Afghanistan.® It has every reason for this, since in the 1992 militants
supporting the armed Tajik and Uzbek opposition have repeatedly crossed the
border between Afghanistan and the CIS, attacking border outposts. Now the
situation looks precarious. On the one hand, the Taliban declares its non-
expansionism, and this seems to be true, because, despite the inclusion of
representatives of national minorities in its composition, the Taliban still
remains a Pashtun movement at its core. On the other hand, there are fears
about the radicalisation of the Taliban, which, becoming more
institutionalised and deprived of an enemy, may lose internal coherence and
effectiveness, become corrupt and allow individual warlords to exercise more
autonomy and even split.

Secondly, Russia is concerned about the problem of refugees. After the
seizure of power by the Taliban, there were fears that mass migration to
Central Asia from Afghanistan would now begin. They, fortunately, did not
come true, the influx of refugees turned out to be relatively small, but there is
no guarantee that this will not happen in the future, given the ongoing
resistance of a number of social groups to the Taliban, which may intensify
in the event of failures in domestic politics and the economy. Mass migration
can cause a humanitarian catastrophe in the Central Asian republics, the
repercussions of which will reach Russia.

For Russia, this issue is of particular importance, since the Russian border
with the countries of Central Asia is not equipped with protective equipment,
ditches, walls and barbed wire. This means that if refugees or terrorists enter
Central Asia, they can easily enter Russia. The equipment of this border all
along is a long and rather pointless business, because the border often runs in
an open field. Therefore, it would be much more reasonable for Russia to keep
and strengthen the natural border between Afghanistan and Central Asia,
which runs mainly along the Panj River and along the mountains, which will
not allow for a large-scale invasion of the countries of the region. Russia
cannot allow the supply of weapons or people with weapons to cross this
border.”

However, it is obvious that instead of having a constant war on the
southern frontier, it is much easier and more reasonable to take care that
Afghanistan ceases to be a potential source of militants and refugees. This can
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be achieved if the economic situation in Afghanistan improves and there is a
responsible and strong government in power that understands Russian
concerns and is ready to cooperate.

The second imperative is predominantly geopolitical. In the 1990s Russia
was going through a period of decline: its economy crumbled as a result of
the collapse of the USSR and the inept reforms that led to massive
impoverishment of the population. At the same time, the political and part of
the intellectual elites retained illusions about the West. They began to
dissipate gradually, first under the influence of the position that the Western
countries took regarding the Russian war in Chechnya, then after the bombing
of Yugoslavia. However, at the time of the American intervention in
Afghanistan, anti-Western sentiments in Russia were still not strong enough,
so the Russian leadership actively cooperated with the United States and its
allies, providing, in particular, assistance in transporting goods and even
opening a logistics hub for non-lethal cargo and for ferrying personnel in
Ulyanovsk.

But the growing mutual irritation caused by the relative decline of the
power of the United States and the growth of the power of Russia, which
sought to play an increasing role in the international arena, led to an open
break. The first signal sounded in 2007. It was the Munich speech of Vladimir
Putin, who announced the beginning of the end of the unipolar world, Russia’s
unwillingness to subordinate its foreign policy to the interests of other
countries, criticised the expansion of NATO and the policy of economic
inequality supported by Western countries. The unwillingness of the Western
elites to listen to the words of the Russian leader led to the fact that the crack
that had arisen widened more and more. After the reunification of Crimea
with Russia in 2014, mutual discontent grew into open confrontation. The
beginning of the Ukrainian conflict, active military and diplomatic support
for Ukraine from the West, pumping it up with many types of weapons,
further aggravated the situation.

Russia, faced with economic sanctions, open pressure from the West and
unwillingness to take into account its legitimate interests in the immediate
neighborhood, perceives the US, the EU and the players supporting them as
hostile states. They use unfriendly rhetoric, openly declare the intentions not
to recognise Russian elections and try to oust Russia from the markets and
from the regions and almost directly threaten military conflict. In this situation,
Russia has an extremely negative perception of the presence of the United
States and NATO on its southern border and gladly accepted the US
withdrawal from Afghanistan, while reproaching the US for invading the
country and not fulfilling its obligations. Now, after the beginning of the
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Ukrainian campaign, for Russia the issue of the absence of the United States
on the southern borders of the CIS is of critical importance.®

Finally, the third imperative is Russian concerns about drug trafficking from
Afghanistan. In Russia, the level of drug consumption is quite high, and this
has become a big problem. Russia is interested not only in that drugs do not
go through its territory, but also in that its citizens do not consume them.’

In fact, Russia would be more comfortable with a secular and friendly
government in Kabul. Moscow has a positive experience of cooperation with
similar regimes in Afghanistan since the government of Amanullah Khan, and,
as history shows, the best result was achieved when a relatively moderate and
non-radical regime ruled in Kabul, which would at the same time recognised
the need for careful reforms.

Therefore, it would seem logical for Moscow to support the government
of Ashraf Ghani. But he has shown himself openly anti-Russian, accused
Russia of having links with the Taliban and groveled in front of the United
States. Perhaps Ghani had no other option, given the clientele nature of his
regime and the need to follow the general anti-Russian narrative promoted by
the United States after the confrontation with Russia began. But in doing so,
he signed his regime’s death warrant: only Russia could save him after the
Americans abandoned the government in Kabul to its fate, and he imprudently
quarreled with this only possible ally.

Theoretically, Russia could bet on anti-Taliban resistance not associated
with the Ghani regime. But this resistance collapsed faster than the most
pessimists expected, and the National Resistance Front of Afghanistan which
claims to be the main anti-Taliban force, is too weak for Russia to afford the
luxury of cooperating with it, given how much it is interested in establishing
stability and calm in Afghanistan.

So, for pragmatic reasons, we now have no other alternative but to
develop relations with the Taliban. The presence of a Taliban government in
Kabul fits all three Russian imperatives: the Taliban can establish a stable
regime in Afghanistan and pacify the country, they are not connected to the
United States and, paradoxically, they have so far been the most consistently
combating drug smuggling compared to other Afghan governments of the last
three decades.

Russia is not sure that the Taliban will fulfill the obligations, and for this
reason, Moscow does not remove the Taliban status as a terrorist organisation.
But so far everything indicates that the victory of the Taliban is perceived by
the population calmly and with the hope of ending this endless war.
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So, we must proceed it seems to me from two possible scenarios. The first
implies that the Taliban will not be able to cope with the internal problems
and either a new round of war will begin in Afghanistan between the factions
or Taliban or we will see maybe a new insurgency. The second one implies
that Taliban will be stable and will be able to organise a working system of
government. The implementation of these scenarios depends not only on the
internal reasons but also on the Taliban neighbours. If Russia and other
neigbouring countries fight against the Taliban, training anti-Taliban militants
and camps in their territory and supply weapons to them, then probability of
the first scenario will increase. If they help the Taliban to establish themselves
by gently influencing them, the likelihood of the latter will increase.

In Russian political discourse, the second option is still considered more
likely because, from Moscow’s perspective, New Delhi and other actors
overestimates the Taliban’s dependence of Pakistan. If the Taliban really tries
to become an Afghan national government, the very course of policy will
sooner or later lead them to a final break with Pakistan.!® The unresolved
border issue, the problem of refugees, the need to take into account national
interests and build relationships with neighbours whose interests are not
identical to the interests of Pakistan, will contribute to this break.

So, Afghanistan neighbours can help the Talban to become a full-fledged
power. And it seems that it is a key issue that should be discussed with each
other by the neighbours of Afghanistan. Afghanistan where the war has just
ended and is facing a humanitarian crisis is very vulnerable. But the
neighbouring countries also are very vulnerable to the possible expansion of
radical ideas, weapons and drugs from this territory. From the Russian point
of view, the main task now is to build a balance of interests in and around
Afghanistan and maintain it constantly. It is difficult but necessary.

Long-Term Processes

So far only short-term processes and their results have been described. But in
order to build a stable society in Afghanistan, it is necessary to take into
account more global and long-term processes, covering not only Afghanistan,
but the whole world.

Afghan society is one of the least modernised societies in Asia. This
happened due to various reasons, the key of which is the remoteness of
Afghanistan from trade routes, the absence of easily extracted and transported
minerals on its territory, its difficult terrain and the warlike nature of its
inhabitants. These reasons did not allow Afghanistan to be involved in the
general processes of modernisation in the 19th century that swept Asia.
Afghanistan came to them belatedly during the years of Amanullah’s reign,
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but the force of inertia was so great that Amanullah’s modernisation failed.
Afghan modernists made a second attempt only in the 1970s, but at first
glance it also ended in failure. The modernisation under American influence
in 2001-2020 also turned out to be a fiasco.

These recurring attempts at modernisation are prompted to be treated as
part of a larger process, the active phase of which began in the 19th century.
This process of capitalist globalisation and modernisation gradually drew in
almost all countries and regions of the world, except for those archaic
societies like the Afghan one, where it met with serious resistance. At the
same time, Afghan society is also in the process of transformation: it has
agents of modernisation, such as the army, bureaucracy, secret services,
industrial workers, urban residents in general - that is, those who in one way
or another interact with the processes of modernisation in the wide world and
benefits from them. Gradually, modernisation also penetrates the more
archaic structure of rural society. The slow, generational nature of this process
is disappointing to Western observers accustomed to rapid change, and is
therefore often interpreted as a failure of modernisation policies. Meanwhile,
it is this long-term process, quite possibly, that causes sluggish conflicts
caused by the collision of agents of modernisation with the rigid, difficult-to-
transform fabric of Afghan society.

It is possible, however, that we are now seeing a change in the nature of
this process: modernisation and archaism are mutually adapting, finding
opportunities not only for coexistence, but also for mutual reinforcement. A
kind of conservative revolution is taking place. Perhaps this is a regional trend,
because we have already seen something similar in Iran and now, we see it in
China and India, where society, on its way to the nation, turns to traditional
values, building its identity around them. In Afghanistan, where society is the
most archaic, this process takes on somewhat ugly forms.

Thus, both Afghanistan’s neighbors and the whole world are facing a
difficult choice. They can either try to support these conservative and at the
same time revolutionary processes in Afghanistan, making sure that they do
not take on ugly forms. This means gently influencing the Taliban regime and
gradually supporting modernisation in the hope that its agents will become
more powerful and not expecting them to change the very structure of Afghan
society. Or other countries may try to support the anti-Taliban forces in the
expectation that the Afghans’ consciousness will suddenly change and they
wholeheartedly embrace secular democratic values. Historical experience
shows that the second option has so far only led to wars and bloodshed.
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The Impact of Afghan Factor on Central Asia

Irina Zvyagelskaya and Illya Zimin

The Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan in August 2021 caused
predictable reactions from the Central Asian states. The political shift in
Afghanistan was seen as holding both challenges and opportunities for the
region. Central Asian states had earlier dealt with the Taliban-ruled
Afghanistan in the 1990s, when the country’s northern regions, bordering
Central Asia, suffered from violent conflict and increased drug trafficking.
The grey zone was widely used then by all sorts of extremist groups from
Central Asia to establish training bases for their fighters in Afghanistan.'
These extremist groups also found audience in the Central Asia states, which
were faced with grave social and economic challenges, such as the rising
poverty and unemployment levels, in the first years of their national
independence.”

As the threats emanating from Afghanistan could not have been prevented
by military means alone, the Central Asian states have been fully aware of the
need to simultaneously develop contacts with the Taliban authorities and
strengthen their military capabilities. In short, the current policies of the
Central Asian states have to a certain extent been shaped by their past
experiences and wider understanding of the Afghan situation.

Security Challenges

A deficit of security has become a key challenge for the Central Asian states.
The most serious threat is the spread of extremist ideology, which can
encourage domestic destabilisation. Individual terrorist groups can use the
situation to strengthen their position and to cause military tension on the
borders. The expected mass influx of Afghan refugees into Central Asia did
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not occur—over 99 per cent of the limited 21,000-22,000 arrivals settled in
Tajikistan, while Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan declined to accept them.?
However, concerns over smuggling persist, though the Taliban’s 2022 opium
ban led to a sharp decline in heroin production. Direct military aggression
from the Taliban against Central Asia has not been observed. The Taliban
leadership has consistently assured its neighbours of its commitment to non-
interference, and so far, it has adhered to this stance.*

At the same time, other organisations cooperating with the Afghan
Taliban are posing a terrorist threat at the international and regional levels, in
particular, the Pakistani branch of the Taliban or Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan
(TTP), al-Qaeda, Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K), Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM),
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), etc. These organisations are linked to the Afghan
Taliban not only by some common goals (like proclaimed anti-American
jihad and sharing of the drug market in the region), but also by family ties and
personal loyalty oaths, the so-called bayat. Even the Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) of Pakistan, whose efforts largely created the Taliban, has
not been able to make its Taliban protégés sever their ties with terrorist groups
that have now turned hostile to Pakistan.> Moreover, despite the efforts of the
new Taliban government to develop neighbourly relations with Pakistan, “the
deep Taliban” in Afghanistan consider the Pakistan State a taghout, meaning
“fake”, and therefore supposed to be toppled.®

IS-K is the most notorious international terrorist organisation in
Afghanistan. The massive infiltration of the ISIS-linked militant groups into
Afghanistan and the defection of a part of the Taliban fighters were the result
of a large-scale operation launched by the Pakistani Army in 2014. Then a
large number of Pakistani Taliban fighters and other terrorist groups were
ousted from the Pakistani provinces into Afghanistan. The Pakistani Taliban
swore allegiance to al-Baghdadi, the head of the ISIS.” Later, they were joined
by IS fighters from Syria and finally in 2021 by former soldiers of the Afghan
national army threatened by the Taliban hunting for them.® The additional
incentive for them was the allowance provided by the IS-K.

Even though the Taliban declared a war on IS-K back in 2015, it has been
maintaining contacts with the group, at least at the level of mid-level
commanders. After the defeat of ISIS in Iraq and Syria, many militants were
transferred to Afghanistan. Some of their supporters (about several thousand
people) were from Central Asia.’

While the turmoil in Kazakhstan in January 2022 was mainly caused by
intra-elite showdowns, interference of external actors could be traced as well.
The clashes emphasised a potentially destructive role that radical youth
formations can play if mobilised through extremist slogans.
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The threat to the Central Asian states are also posed by radical opposition
groups, like the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) that took roots and
set up a base of operations in Afghanistan. One can add to it the Jamaat Bulgar,
a group of Russian citizens mainly from the Volga region (Idel-Ural) and the
Caucasus, which left for jihad in Afghanistan, as well as the Islamic
Movement of East Turkestan, a militant-terrorist organisation whose goal is
to create a fundamentalist Islamic State of East Turkestan within the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region of China. All of them can act as a potential
reserve for destabilisation in Central Asia and beyond. They can provide
shelter to the Central Asian extremists and facilitate their infiltration back into
the countries of their origin.

The case of the Tajik organisation Jamaat Ansarullah is indicative.
Initially, Ansarullah’s members were former Tajik opposition fighters who
refused to accept the 1997 reconciliation agreement between the government
in Dushanbe and the Islamist-led opposition. The so-called new generation—
children and relatives of the initial members and supporters—have since
joined the group. In 2021, Tajik and Afghan sources had reported that at least
200 militants from Tajikistan based along the border of the two countries were
preparing to invade Tajikistan.'”

Border clashes occur most often on the Afghan—Pakistani border, and in
smaller numbers on the Iranian border. The shelling of the Uzbek border on
18 April 2022 from the Afghan side was shocking, particularly since both
sides were determined to develop good-neighbourly relations.!! The shelling
of the Tajik border was seen in Dushanbe as another proof of the Taliban’s
inability to ensure security. The responsibility for cross-border shellings,
however, was later claimed by the IS-K.!?

Cross-border drug trafficking had long been a key source of income for
the Taliban, but their April 2022 ban on opium poppy cultivation led to an
unprecedented decline in production. By 2023, opium cultivation in
Afghanistan had dropped by 93-95 per cent, from 233,000 hectares in 2022
to just 10,000 hectares. As aresult, the flow of Afghan heroin through Central
Asia has significantly decreased, contrary to earlier expectations. However,
there are concerns that this decline may be offset by a rise in synthetic drug
production, particularly methamphetamine, which is increasingly emerging
as an alternative illicit trade.

In Central Asia, the control over drug smuggling is often in the hands of
criminals or a corrupt part of the bureaucracy. In case of serious clashes, the
first could provide an additional channel for the infiltration of jihadists into
the region.
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Afghan refugees are a minor problem for Central Asia, especially in
comparison to Iran or Pakistan. There are no entrenched Afghan Diasporas in
the region and local officials are not willing to allow refugees for security
reasons. The Central Asian countries are not a very attractive destination for
the refugees seeking a better life, especially Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan that
have a lot of social and economic problems themselves.

Role of External Players

The global powers have always been concerned with security issues in the
region. Russia is the main security provider for Central Asia: Moscow
provides weapons, military assistance, training, and participates in joint
exercises. There is a Russian base in Tajikistan, and Moscow is paying special
attention to the Tajikistan—Afghanistan border reinforcement. It was
additionally fortified, and military exercises were carried out within the
framework of the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), which
encompasses the three Central Asian states of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Tajikistan. The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) is also playing an
important role.

While the Taliban government remains internationally unrecognised, by
2024 all Central Asian states had established working-level diplomatic
relations with it. Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan were the first to accept
Taliban-appointed diplomats in 2022, followed by quiet engagement from
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan—where, despite initial resistance, Taliban
representatives were eventually allowed to access the Afghan consulate in
Khorog. Kazakhstan took a more formal step by officially accrediting a
Taliban representative in 2024.'* Though none of these countries have
officially recognised the Taliban regime, de facto diplomatic cooperation is
fully operational, with Afghan embassies in all Central Asian capitals now
functioning under the Taliban-appointed staff. This marks a shift from the
initial expectations of complete regional isolation. '

The threat posed by Afghan radical organisations is well acknowledged
in Central Asia and Russia. At the end of June 2022, a meeting of the defence
ministers of Russia and Central Asian countries, namely, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan took place in Moscow. Sergei Shoigu,
the then Russian Minister of Defence, referred to ‘the growing activities of
international and regional terrorist organizations in Afghanistan, primarily the
Islamic State of Iraq and Levant and Al-Qaeda.” He pointed to the terrorists’
plans to use the Afghan territory as a base for getting into neighbouring
countries and creating a network of jihadist cells. The minister noted the
spread of drug trafficking, crime, and the ideology of religious radicalism in



The Impact of Afghan Factor on Central Asia 117

the region. Further consultations are needed to develop steps to stabilise the
situation in Afghanistan and to neutralise existing threats.'

The United States (US) is trying to bring back its military bases into the
region. Washington had a foothold in Central Asia during its campaign in
Afghanistan in the beginning of 2000s, but later on the Central Asian states
demanded the withdrawal of the NATO bases. After August 2021, the US
military surveillance infrastructure in Afghanistan no longer exists: the
nearest base from which it is possible to conduct reconnaissance by drones,
as well as potential strikes, is in Qatar. Its relative distance from Afghanistan
(American drones need about 10 hours to fly to Afghanistan, with the
maximum operating time of 30 hours) calls into question the effectiveness of
its use. In this connection the issue of alternative bases in Central Asia is
coming back into US agenda. American officials had stressed the need for the
deployment of such a base in the region even before the collapse of the
government in Afghanistan.!”

According to a report of the Council on Foreign Relations, the US should
negotiate basing access in the region. “The United States should jumpstart
negotiations with countries in the region—such as Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan,
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and possibly even India—to house manned and
unmanned aircraft to conduct intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
over Afghan territory,” the report stated.'® In this context, Uzbekistan has been
considered by the US as a possible host country for American bases,
especially since Tashkent is not a member of the CSTO and adheres to a
multi-vector policy. However, the idea is a non-starter, taken the Uzbekistan
authorities” unwillingness to irritate the Taliban by siding with US on the
issue. It also goes without saying that such military initiatives in the Central
Asia region will be met with active opposition from Russia and China.

China itself has been playing an important role in providing regional
security, mainly within the SCO framework. In the fall of 2021, China
presumably gained control of a former Soviet military base in the Gorno-
Badakhshan Autonomous Region of Tajikistan near the border of Afghanistan.
However, the reports had never been confirmed. On the contrary, the Tajik
authorities announced that they plan to use this base to deploy their forces,
and Beijing will provide investments. '

India’s role deserves a special mention. The first India—Central Asia
Summit hosted by Prime Minister Narendra Modi took place at the end of
January 2022 in virtual format. India and five Central Asian countries
discussed the evolving situation in Afghanistan and its impact on security in
the region and decided to establish a joint working group on Afghanistan at
the senior officials level.?
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The security in the region will remain a concern for global powers. The
issue may be used by the US in its overall competition with Russia and China
even though its hasty evacuation from Afghanistan has put into question the
American reliability.

Interests and Concerns of Central Asian States

Uzbekistan. Uzbekistan has long seen Afghanistan not as a problem but as an
opportunity. It was one of the few countries that started talks with the Taliban
in Doha. Tashkent has been considered as another platform for Afghan
negotiations since 2018; a number of meetings and international conferences
were held there from 2019 to 2022.2! Uzbek leadership is determined to
develop good relations with Afghanistan under the Taliban, including trade,
investments, humanitarian assistance, and infrastructure projects that were
planned to be implemented under the previous Afghan Government.

Uzbekistan supports the unfreezing of assets of the Afghan Central Bank
by the West; it is interested in pushing forward a post-conflict reconstruction
plan for the Afghan state. Misunderstandings about a lack of electricity supply
from Uzbekistan at the beginning of 2023 can hardly be an obstacle to this.

A challenge to the relatively warm Afghan-Uzbek relations is the
construction of the Qosh-Tepa canal, which started in spring 2022 in northern
Afghanistan (Balkh and Faryab provinces). The project aims to develop the
local agriculture and create a large number of jobs. At the same time, if
constructed, the canal is expected to take up to 20 per cent of Amu Darya’s
flow, which could negatively affect Turkmenistan’s and Uzbekistan’s
economies. By 2024, both countries had publicly expressed concerns over the
canal’s long-term implications for regional water security. The situation
highlights a shift in Afghanistan’s role in Central Asia—not just as a source
of traditional security threat but also as a key actor influencing transboundary
water resources. This has added a new dimension to the regional diplomacy,
with Tashkent and Ashgabat seeking engagement with the Taliban
government on water management issues.?

Not only the end of the first phase of the construction of the canal but also
the use of primitive building methods, which are fraught with significant
water losses, are currently of great concern to Tashkent. President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev of Uzbekistan urged that Afghanistan be included in the regional
dialogue on water use. Uzbekistan is expected to sign an agreement on the
most effective regime for sharing water resources.?® Thus, despite Tashkent’s
obvious concern, one can note its intention to resolve the issue in the most
favourable way for both sides.
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To sum up, Uzbekistan is interested in the pacification of Afghanistan, as
well as in the boosting of its economy at the earliest, and Tashkent is ready to
cooperate with other powers to this end.

Tajikistan. The Afghanistan—Tajikistan border is the longest (about 1,350 km
long) in Central Asia. Tajikistan has been facing problems given the unstable
situation in the bordering northern provinces of Afghanistan. In Panjshir, and
partially in Baghlan and Badakhshan, there are Tajik groups that continue to
fight against the Taliban.

For Tajikistan, the main concern is the spread of radical ideology among
its youth, some of whom are either willing to leave for Afghanistan or to
remain in their native country to carry out subversive activities. Tajikistan’s
social problems can only add fuel to the radicalisation of youth in the country.

In the fall of 2021, President Emomali Rahmon stated that Tajiks make
up 46 per cent of the population of Afghanistan and repeatedly called on the
world community to protect half of the population of Afghanistan from
oppression by the Taliban.>* While some international experts believe that the
actual number of Tajiks in Afghanistan does not exceed 20-25 per cent, the
accurate estimates are not available, since the only population census in
Afghanistan was conducted back in 1979 and remained incomplete.”
Moreover, the term “Tajik” is used to refer to the Persian-speaking population
of Afghanistan. They lack a common national identity and are represented by
separate regional and clan communities speaking Persian (or Dari), each
pursuing its own goals.

It is worth noting that among the Taliban are a considerable number of
members from traditionally Persian-speaking regions (Panjshir, Takhar,
Badakhshan and Herat), some of whom hold prominent positions in the
Taliban government. For example, Noureddin Azizi, Minister of Commerce
and Industry; Abdul-Hamid Khorasani, former Chief of Police of Panjshir;
Maulavi Qudratullah, former Governor of Panjshir; and Qari Fasihuddin,
head of the General Staff of the Taliban Armed Forces.?®

Tajikistan has a long tradition of aiding the anti-Taliban forces,
particularly the Northern Alliance. The leaders of the National Resistance
Front of Afghanistan, the main armed group from the north opposed to the
Taliban, which operates mainly in the provinces of Panjshir and Baghlan, is
reported to have strong ties with Tajikistan.?’

At the same time, there is a Tajik military wing inside the Taliban called
Jamaat Ansarullah, which has intensified its activities in the areas bordering
Tajikistan in the Afghan province of Badakhshan. According to some reports,



120 Afghanistan under Taliban

the members of Ansarullah are radical immigrants from Tajikistan associated
with cross-border drug trafficking, rather than Persian-speaking natives of
Afghanistan.?®

Despite the existing basic mistrust in relations,?® the two countries
continue to interact at least in the humanitarian sphere and trade. According
to the Taliban’s Office of Statistics, about 70,000 tonnes of cargo transited
Afghanistan to Tajikistan.** The news about the transfer of Afghan consulate
general under the control of the Taliban-led Afghan foreign ministry was
confirmed by the Afghan consul general himself, Nagibullah Dehkanzada, in
November 2023.%!

Turkmenistan. The Turkmenistan—Afghanistan border, although fortified
after August 2021 (President Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov ordered heavy
military equipment to be pulled there), is vulnerable to infiltration. In the
spring of 2021, the military department of Turkmenistan repeatedly held
consultations with its Russian colleagues and discussed the prospects of
military cooperation (Turkmenistan signed a cooperation agreement with
Russia back in 2003). The leadership of Turkmenistan pays great attention to
the issues of rearmament—mainly with the help of Turkey and China.*? The
border clashes remain a serious threat to Turkmenistan’s security, though the
activities of radical Islamic groups of Turkmen origin in the Mary and Tejen
oasis were mostly suppressed.*® Turkmenistan is also interested in the
Turkmenistan—Afghanistan—Pakistan—India (TAPI) gas pipeline project, but
its construction has not started in full earnest for security reasons.’* At the
same time, in 2023, Turkmenistan started to transport LNG to Pakistan by
trucks through Afghan territories (Kandahar, Spin Buldak), at least partially
realising the potential of the trans-Afghan route.®

Kyrgyzstan. Kyrgyzstan, due to its relative remoteness and lack of shared
border with Afghanistan, is not so much concerned about a spill-over effect.
It is a member of the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) and the CSTO, and
the latter’s forces can be called upon to suppress any eventual threat
emanating from Afghanistan. In September 2024, it announced the removal
of the Taliban from its list of prohibited organisations. Kyrgyzstan is not very
noticeable in Afghanistan and manifests itself mainly through the irregular
dispatch of humanitarian supplies.

Kazakhstan. Like Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan is a member of the CSTO and the
EEU and is separated from Afghanistan by the territories of other states that
have their armed forces on alert. The military structure of the CSTO also
remains on high alert. Kazakhstan delisted the Taliban from its list of terrorist
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organisations in late December 2023, and has raised the level of economic
interaction with Afghanistan.

The radical and terrorist groups, whose supporters could infiltrate into
Central Asia from Afghanistan, although not without difficulty, pose a
potential threat. The spread of radical ideas also remains a challenge as long
as acute social and economic problems remain unresolved.?’

Hopes and Opportunities

After the Taliban’s return, the discussions on restarting trans-Afghan
infrastructure projects have come back to the fore in Central Asia. Their
implementation would have resulted in an increased connectivity of Central
and South Asia. The construction of roads and railways crossing Afghanistan
will be the shortest route connecting the regions; it can push forward not only
economic cooperation but also political, cultural and humanitarian contacts.
The implementation of connectivity projects can stimulate the creation of jobs
and add revenues to the state budgets.

The most ambitious plan is the expansion of railway networks, the
primary beneficiaries of which would be Uzbekistan and Iran due to the
existing routes linking them to Afghanistan, and also Pakistan. The Central
Asian states are placed in the Asian heartland. The new logistical links will
provide much needed access to the Indian Ocean ports. Among the key
connectivity projects discussed in Central Asia are:

e Mazar-i-Sharif-Herat—Khaf—Chabahar railway (from Afghanistan
to Iran).

e Atamurat—Akina—Andkhoy—Mazar-i-Sharif—-Kunduz—Sherkhan
Bandar—Nizhny Panj (Turkmenistan—Afghanistan—Tajikistan);

o Karachi—Quetta—Kandahar-Herat (from Pakistan to Afghanistan
and Iran); and

e Herat—Mazar-i-Sharif-Kunduz—Sherkhan Bandar-Nizhny Panj
(from Afghanistan to Tajikistan).

In the coming years, there are plans to build a railway line from Termiz to
Peshawar, a power line along the route, and 1,212 infrastructure objects. It is
estimated that the volume of cargo transportation along this trans-Afghan
route could amount to 10 million tonnes.

At first, the most perspective project is the Termez—Mazar-i-Sharif—
Kabul-Torkham—-Peshawar railway line. On 2 February 2022, Uzbekistan,
Pakistan and Afghanistan agreed in Tashkent to a roadmap for the
construction of a 600-kilometer-long rail project connecting the three

countries. The first section is already working and humanitarian goods are
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being sent from Uzbekistan to the Balkh Province. Turkmenistan has offered
to connect it through its section link to Herat, and from there to Mazar-i-
Sharif.*

In summer 2023, Pakistan, Uzbekistan and Afghanistan signed a new
agreement to build a railroad with a slightly modified route: the rail route will
pass through Termiz in Uzbekistan, Mazar-i-Sharif and Logar provinces in
Afghanistan, and culminate in Pakistan via the Kharlachi border crossing in
the Kurram tribal district near the Afghan border. The immediate challenge
for the three countries involved in the project is to get the required funding.
Earlier, prior to 2021, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank and
some other organisations seemed interested to finance these projects, but
since 2021, finding the investors has been greatly complicated by the doubtful
status of the Taliban regime.*’

It is expected that with the full implementation of the Mazar-i-Sharif-
Kabul-Peshawar railway project, it will take only 3-5 days (instead of 35—40
days) to transport goods from Pakistan to Uzbekistan and vice versa. The cost
of transporting a container from Tashkent to Karachi is estimated to be up to
US$ 1,400-1,600, while on the existing Tashkent-Bandar Abbas route, the
cost can reach US$ 2,600-3,000. The construction of the railway from Mazar-
i-Sharif to Peshawar will require a new infrastructure—264 bridges, 7 tunnels
and 641 culverts, which may give a new impetus to the economic
development of the Afghan and Pakistani territories.*!

The main obstacles to the abovementioned infrastructure initiatives are
lack of security and investments. The trade and economic cooperation of the
Central Asian states with the Taliban is hindered by uncertainty and
instability.

The relations of the Central Asian states with Afghanistan are formed
under the influence of the following two opposite factors:

1. Security threats to be contained both by military methods and by
providing humanitarian support to the population of Afghanistan;
and

2. The potential of turning Afghanistan into a bridge between Central
and South Asia.

The dominance of one or another factor will depend on the ability of the
Taliban to pursue a pragmatic state-building policy. As long as the inter-clan
struggle dominates the ranks of the Taliban and their excessive traditionalism
and backwardness blocks the national development, the ability of the Taliban
government to ensure development and security both inside the country and
for their Central Asian neighbours will remain doubtful.



The Impact of Afghan Factor on Central Asia 123

10.

11.

12.

13.

NOTES

Bayram Balci, ‘04s sac )2 (s 3S 3 skl [Central Asia During the Taliban Rule], Orient
XXI, 18 November 2021, at https://orientxxi.info/magazine/article5192 (Accessed 18 July
2022).

Svetlana ~ Mamiy, ‘OKkcnepT: CamasiOonbiasyrposa B V36exucrane—
poctpagukammsanuumononexu’ [Expert: The Biggest Threat in Uzbekistan is the Growth
of Youth Radicalisation], Center for Studying Regional Threats, 12 June 2021, at
https://crss.uz/2021/06/12/ekspert-camaya-bolshaya-ugroza-v-uzbekistane-rost-
radikalizacii-molodezhi/ (Accessed 18 July 2022).

‘Migration Data in Central Asia’, Migration Data Portal, 31 January 2025, at
https://www.migrationdataportal .org/regional-data-overview/central-
asia#t:~:text=As%200f%20mid,4 %20per%20cent%200f (Accessed 28 February 2025).
Temur Umarov, ‘Do the Taliban Pose a Threat to Stability in Central Asia?’, Carnegie
Endowment, 3 September 2021, at https://carnegieendowment.org/posts/2021/09/do-the-
taliban-pose-a-threat-to-stability-in-central-asia?lang=en (Accessed 28 February 2025).
Barbara Ellas, ‘Why the Taliban Won’t Quit al Qaeda’, Foreign Policy, 21 September
2021, at https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/21/taliban-al-qaeda-afghanistan-ties-
terrorism/ (Accessed 18 July 2022).

Jean-Luc Racine, ‘The Taliban in Power: Pakistan Torn Between Satisfaction and
Anxiety’, Translated from French by Jim Muir, Orient XXI, 1 October 2021, at
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/the-taliban-in-power-pakistan-torn-between-satisfaction-
and-anxiety,5078 (Accessed 28 January 2023).

Zokhidzhon S. Sarimsokov, ‘O BO3MOXHBIX yrpo3ax 0e30macHOCTH Y30eKuCTaHa CO
CTOPOHBI JDKUXaJUCTCKUXABmKeHuitAdranucrana’ [Possible Threats to the Security of
Uzbekistan from the Jihadist Movements of Afghanistan], Postsovetskieissledovaniya
(Journal Post-Soviet Studies), Vol. 5, No. 1, 2022, p. 43.

Yaroslav Trofimov, ‘Left Behind After U.S. Withdrawal, Some Former Afghan Spies and
Soldiers Turn to Islamic State’, The Wall Street Journal, 31 October 2021, at
https://www.wsj.com/articles/left-behind-after-u-s-withdrawal-some-former-afghan-
spies-and-soldiers-turn-to-islamic-state-11635691605 (Accessed 18 July 2022).

Richard Barrett, ‘Beyond the Caliphate: Foreign Fighters and the Threat of Returnees’,
The Soufan Center, 31 October 2017, at https://thesoufancenter.org/wp-content/uploads/
2017/11/Beyond-the-Caliphate-Foreign-Fighters-and-the-Threat-of-Returnees-TSC-Re
port-October-2017-v3.pdf (Accessed 18 July 2022).

‘Commander of Jamaat Ansarullah Radical Group Declares His Readiness to Invade into
Tajikistan’, Asia-Plus, 7 October 2021, at https://asiaplustj.info/en/news/tajikistan/
security/20211007/commander-of-jamaat-ansarullah-radical-group-declares-his-readines
s-to-invade-into-tajikistan (Accessed 15 July 2022).

‘B V30ekucranepaccka3aaumpaBly O IepecTpelnkeHarpanuie ¢ Adranucranom’
[Uzbekistan Told the Truth About the Shootout on the Border with Afghanistan], Sputnik
Tajikistan, 4 May 2022, at https://tj.sputniknews.ru/20220504/uzbekistan-afghanistan-
perestrelka-granica-1048170006.html (Accessed 19 July 2022).

‘Brnactn TajpknKucTaHaBBICKA3aINCh O paKeTHOMYapecocTopoHsl Adranucrana’ [Tajik
Authorities Speak Out About Rocket-Shelling from Afghanistan], Sputnik Tajikistan, 8
May 2022, at https://tj.sputniknews.ru/20220508/tajikistan-afghanistan-udar-10482878
10.html (Accessed 19 July 2022).

‘Afghanistan Opium Survey 2023 - Cultivation and Production After the Ban: Effects and
Implications’, Relief Web, 5 November 2023, at https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanis
tan/afghanistan-opium-survey-2023-cultivation-and-production-after-ban-effects-and-im



124 Afghanistan under Taliban

plications#:~:text=Afghanistan%20opium%20survey %202023%?20,Vienna%2C%205%
20November%202023 (Accessed 28 February 2025).

14. Bruce Pannier, ‘Central Asia in Focus: Kazakhstan Officially Accepts Credentials of
Taliban Envoy’, RFERL, 27 August 2024, at https://about.rferl.org/article/central-asia-in-
focus-kazakhstan-officially-accepts-credentials-of-taliban-envoy/ (Accessed 28 February
2025).

15. Catherine Putz, ‘Taliban’s Diplomatic Presence Growing in Central Asia’, The Diplomat,
29 March 2023, at https://thediplomat.com/2023/03/talibans-diplomatic-presence-grow
ing-in-central-asia/ (Accessed 28 February 2025).

16. ‘OunasBcTpeyamuHICTPOBOOOPOHB! PD 1 Asumsnepssienponuia B Mockse’ [A Face-to-
Face Meeting of the Russian and Asian Defence Ministers Was Held in Moscow for the
First Time], Argumentyi Fakti (Arguments and Facts), Moscow, 24 June 2022, at
https://aif.ru/politics/vstrecha_ministrov_oborony_rossii_i_centralnoy_azii_vpervye_pro
shla_v_moskve (Accessed 19 July 2022).

17. ‘United States Discusses with Central Asian Countries Deployment of its Military Base’,
First Channel News, 15 June 2021, at https://www.1lurer.am/en/2021/06/15/United-
States-discusses-with-Central-Asian-countries-deployment-of-its-military-base/495719
(Accessed 19 July 2022); Leo Shane III, ‘CENTCOM Needs More Resources to Counter
Afghanistan Terror Threat: Nominee’, Defense News, 8 February 2022, at https://www.
defensenews.com/flashpoints/afghanistan/2022/02/08/centcom-needs-more-resources-to
-counter-afghanistan-terror-threat-nominee/ (Accessed 19 July 2022).

18. Seth G. Jones, ‘Countering a Resurgent Terrorist Threat in Afghanistan’, Center for
Preventive Action, Council on Foreign Relations, 14 April 2022, at https://www.cfr.org/
report/countering-resurgent-terrorist-threat-afghanistan (Accessed 19 July 2022).

19. Ananth Krishnan, ‘Eye on Afghanistan, China to Build Military Base in Tajikistan’, The
Hindu, 28 October 2021, at https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/eye-on-
afghanistan-china-to-build-military-base-in-tajikistan/article37221418.ece (Accessed 19
July 2022).

20. ‘India, 5 Central Asian Nations to Set Up Joint Working Group on Afghanistan’, Business
Standard, 28 January 2022, at https://www.business-standard.com/article/international/
india-5-central-asian-nations-to-set-up-joint-working-group-on-afghanistan-1220128000
47_1.html (Accessed 27 January 2023).

21, ol olaaladl by aSAl Cuwdy [FARAKHABAR: Conference in Tashkent on
Afghanistan Discussed], Tolo News, 13 July 2022, at https://tolonews.com/fa/farakhabar-
178922  (Accessed 19  July 2022); and ‘Crpamsr LA wu CIIA
MOJIBETMUTOrUMEXx TyHapoaHoikoH(pepeHnun B Tamkente’ [Central Asian Countries and
the USA Summed Up the Outcomes of the International Conference in Tashkent], Sputnik
Uzbekistan, at 17 July 2021, at https://uz.sputniknews.ru/20210717/strany-tsa-i-ssha-
podveli-itogi-mejdunarodnoy-konferentsii-v-tashkente-19721374.html (Accessed 19 July
2022).

22. Andrew Kuchins, Elvira Aidarkhanova, ‘Could Afghanistan’s Qoshtepa Canal Worsen
Water Scarcity in Central Asia?’, The Diplomat, 7 January 2025, at https://thediplomat.
com/2025/01/could-afghanistans-qoshtepa-canal-worsen-water-scarcity-in-central-asia/
(Accessed 28 February 2025).

23. Ibid.

24. ‘Meeting of the President of Tajikistan with the Foreign Minister of Pakistan’, Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Tajikistan, 25 August 2021, at https://mfa.tj/en/
main/view/8470/meeting-of-president-of-the-tajikistan-with-pakistani-foreign-minister.
The Russian version is available at https://mfa.tj/ru/main/view/8470/ vstrecha-prezidenta-
respubliki-tadzhikistan-s-ministrom-inostrannykh-del-islamskoi-respubliki-pakistan
(Accessed 19 July 2022).



The Impact of Afghan Factor on Central Asia 125

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

‘Afghanistan: New Census Key to Progress’, Relief Web, 24 January 2003, at
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-new-census-key-progress (Accessed
19 July 2022); ‘Breakdown of Afghan Population As of 2020, by Ethnic Group’, Statista,
August 2020, at https://www.statista.com/statistics/1258799/afghanistan-share-of-
population-by-ethnic-group/ (Accessed 19 July 2022).

Ramzia Mirzbekova, ‘[lanmkmepoBen B npaButenbcTBe «Tammbam». Kroon?” [A
Panjsheri in the Taliban Government. Who is he?], Asia-Plus, 28 September 2021, at
https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/centralasia/20210928/pandzhsherovets-v-pravitelstve-
taliban-kto-on (Accessed 19 July 2022).

‘Location of Ahmad MassoudRevealed’, Khabar Online, 1 November 2021, at
https://www.khabaronline.ir/news/1569044/15-2Me -3 gase-deal-caaldl-ds - (Accessed 19
July 2022).

Mukhtar Wafai, ‘o[RS ghian ) 1) Jhuibadl gliv jed @il iusaali Cun ) 5 S 287 [A
Tajikistani Terrorist is Controlling Five Districts in Badakhshan], Farsi Independent, 26
May 2022, at https://www.independentpersian.com/node/241271/-S/elaial- 5 oualpn
DS an [ S LA ja-) ) iladl- Gl jediegmi -k SuSoali-Cu 5 5 55 (Accessed 19 July 2022).
After a meeting in the frames of the Moscow Format in September 2023, the Tajik
delegation refused to sign the Kazan Declaration that emphasised the success of the
Taliban in fighting the drugs and terrorist threats.

ol 0338 ] S He8S A 4y ) Gligulial (liniladl Gy sk ) 58S Y7 [24 States Exported Their
Goods to 8 Others Countries via Afghanistan], The Khaama Press, 18 October 2023, at
https://www.khaama.com/persian/archives/125642 (Accessed 10 November 2023).
Hafiz Zia Ahmad [ @HafizZiaAhmad], MoFA Director of Public Communication and
Deputy Spokesman, Kabul, ‘.. gléas i cusi Jels Jud o [ yin ol g8 5 S Jla g s )ls 4 glinsSalia
231y’ [General Consul of Afghanistan in Tajikistan city Khorugh Nagibullah Dehqanzada],
X, 9 November 2023, 10:03 PM, at https://x.com/HafizZiaAhmad/status/1722 65377280
1872063 (Accessed 10 November 2023).

Alexander Knyazev, ‘Krorapantupyer6e3onacaocts Typkmenucrana?’ [Who Guarantees
the Security of Turkmenistan?], Informatsionno-Analytichesky Center (Information and
Analytical Centre), Moscow State University, 2 September 2021, at https://ia-
centr.ru/experts/aleksandr-knyazev/kto-garantiruet-bezopasnost-turkmenistana/
(Accessed 19 July 2022).

Ibid.

Daniel Onyango, ‘Pakistan to Move Forward with TAPI Gas Pipeline Project Even
Without India’, Pipeline Journal, 10 February 2023, at https://www.pipeline-
journal.net/news/pakistan-move-forward-tapi-gas-pipeline-project-even-without-india
(Accessed 9 November 2023).

Aygerim Sarymbetova, ‘Turkmenistan Begins Exporting Gas to Pakistan via Afghanistan’,
Caspian News, 2 May 2023, at https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/turkmenistan-
begins-exporting-gas-to-pakistan-via-afghanistan-2023-5-2-0/ (Accessed 10 November
2023).

‘B Bumkekenpomnuia Keiprescko-Poccniickaskondepennusnaremy: HoBaspeansHOCTH

Adranucrana: yrpo3s! 1 BeoBeLUII Llentpansroit Asun u Poccun’ [A Kyrgyz—Russian
Conference Was Held in Bishkek on the Topic: ‘The New Reality of Afghanistan: Threats
and Challenges for Central Asia and Russia’], Mntepuer-IlopranCHI": Prostranstvo
Integracii (CIS Internet Portal-Integration Space), 27 November 2021, at https:/e-
cis.info/news/568/96535/ (Accessed 20 July 2022).

Alexander Kadyrbaev, ‘Bamsuueadranckorodakropanasenymuectpansl 1IIOC’ [The

Impact of the Afghan Factor on the Leading SCO States], Afghanistan.ru, 14 September
2011, at https://afghanistan.ru/doc/20882.html (Accessed 20 July 2022).



126

Afghanistan under Taliban

38.

39.

40.

41.

‘3auemMHacamomesenpoBoaIacbkoHdeperuusino Adranucrany B Tamkenre’ [Why
Was the Conference on Afghanistan Actually Held in Tashkent?], Asia-Plus, 27 July 2022,
at  https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/politics/20220727/zachem-na-samom-dele-
provodilas-konferentsiya-po-afganistanu-v-tashkente (Accessed 27 January 2023).
Alexander Knyazev, ‘Anexcannp Kusses: O cyap0axTpancapranckuxnpoekros’ [On the
Fate of Trans-Afghan Projects], Informatsionno-Analytichesky Center (Information and
Analytical Centre), Moscow State University, 29 June 2021, at https://ia-
centr.ru/experts/aleksandr-knyazev/aleksandr-knyazev-o-sudbakh-transafganskikh-
proektov/ (Accessed 20 July 2022).

Aamir Latif, ‘Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan sign tripartite railway link project’,
Anadolu Ajansi, 18 July 2023, at https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/pakistan-
uzbekistan-afghanistan-sign-tripartite-railway-link-project/2949015  (Accessed 13
November 2023).

‘Pakistan, Afghanistan & Uzbekistan Agree 573 km Connecting Railway’, Silk Road
Briefing, 5 March 2021, at https://www.silkroadbriefing.com/news/2021/03/05/pakistan-
afghanistan-uzbekistan-agree-573km-connecting-railway/ (Accessed 20 July 2022).



9

Return of Taliban in Afghanistan:
A View from Bangladesh

Shamsher M. Chowdhury, B.B.

Afghanistan is located close to India, and closer to Pakistan, in South Asia.
The country is not an immediate neighbour of Bangladesh but is located in
the same neighbourhood, and is a fellow member state of both the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC). At the time when Afghanistan was invited in as a
SAARC member, things were looking promising for the country. In spite of
a lot of challenges on issues like corruption, governance, etc., it was believed
that Afghanistan was moving towards a situation where the country would be
able to play a meaningful role; that a country, with the population of about 40
million people, would have much to contribute to South Asia. It was in this
backdrop that Afghanistan became the eighth member of SAARC.

Afghanistan Heads Towards Uncertainty

Over time, especially in more recent times, things have changed dramatically
in Afghanistan. At this point of time, it can be said that the only thing certain
about Afghanistan is uncertainty and the situation on ground is evolving on a
daily basis.

This is rather unfortunate. The writer was a junior foreign service officer
in the early1970s and in 1975 had been witness to the then Afghan president,
Daoud Khan, visiting Bangladesh. Understandably, as a mid-level protocol
officer, he was not part of the top-level talks that were going on between
President Daoud and then Prime Minister and Father of the Nation,
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. But being the fly on the wall, as all
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protocol officers are, he did have enough access to the discussions that were
going on between the two leaders. At that time, one got the feeling that both
sides were talking of a peaceful, prosperous and democratic South Asia
working together. Both the countries had a very positive and progressive
mindset and the message that was coming across was of keeping our channels
of communication open as the two countries moved forward.

For Bangladeshis of course Afghanistan had a very special place.
Historically, Bangladeshi writers had travelled to Afghanistan in the past.
Famous literary personalities like late Syed Mujtaba Ali, a not too distant
relative of the author, had been to Afghanistan many years ago and had
written about the country and its people in great detail. In fact, he was
impressed with what he had seen in Afghanistan.

Importantly, in 1973, when thousands of Bangladeshis were being
repatriated from Pakistan, the airline that was chosen for the repatriation was
Ariana Afghan Airlines. The United Nations had thought it prudent to use
Afghanistan’s national flag carrier to ship thousands of families and children
and others from Pakistan to Bangladesh. Such was the positive image that
Afghanistan had projected for itself in the region and to the outside world.

However, things changed dramatically with the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in 1979. That meant a long period of uncertainty and suffering.
Instability began to take root in the country. The tribal culture that had
characterised Afghanistan for long began to manifest itself more openly.

US President Ronald Reagan at that time looked at the mujahideen
fighting the occupying Soviet military and their puppet regime as “the enemy
of my enemy”’. He began the process of arming and using them against the
Soviet military. By the time the Soviets left in humiliation in 1989, a major
section of the mujahideen had turned into forces that were not palatable to
anyone, any country, or to the global society as a whole. The hope was to see
an Afghanistan that did not turn violent. Sadly, that hope proved to be
premature. Afghanistan did turn violent and divisions along tribal and ethnic
lines began to take concrete and violent shapes. Things turned worse when
narrow and short-sighted policies and geo-politics came into play. Anybody
who has read Steve Coll’s brilliant book Ghost Wars, a New York Times
bestseller, will see how the American foreign policy on Afghanistan was
being guided more by energy requirements for the United States. Coll, also a
Pulitzer Prize winning writer, says in his book that it was like a powerful US
energy company deciding with which force the US should align itself. It opted
for the more militant Southern forces and not with the relatively moderate
Northern Alliance because such an approach served its narrow interests. This
not only proved to be a major mistake, in fact it was a disaster.
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The question that now occupies the mind of all stakeholders, big and
small, is the future of Afghanistan and what it means for the future of the
region as a whole. Proxy states are never a comfortable dispensation to deal
with.

The military takeover of Afghanistan by the Taliban and the “government”
established following the takeover does not enjoy international recognition.
This is something that needs to be kept in mind. The somewhat hurried and
totally chaotic pull out of the US-led NATO (North Atlantic Treaty
Organization) forces from Afghanistan created a huge vacuum and the
security and economic situation remains at best fluid, if not unstable. Social
disharmony seems to be becoming the norm. The general idea is to see an
Afghanistan that is inclusive, that represents the mind of the Afghan people
and is the legitimate representative of all the people of Afghanistan. Today,
Afghanistan is a very divided society, it has powerful tribes and ethnicities
that mostly do not agree with each other. What is also worrisome is that when
the Taliban took over, they walked into Kabul and the Presidential Palace with
surprising ease, without any resistance. Having done that, the early promises
that the Taliban had made, or the assurances given, now seem empty.

The Way Forward

An inclusive administrative set up, an inclusive society, women being able to
go to school unhindered, Afghanistan not becoming a source of terrorism—
none of that has happened, at least not until now. The question that remains
is, will Afghanistan become a sanctuary for regional terrorism and instability
again? That is a very valid concern. There are some other factors that may be
important. The Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) for example, the
Hagqani Network, Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and some other smaller
armed groups, are a strange mix. Some are more palatable than others or some
are less so. It is important for all to realise that a failed Afghanistan is in no
one’s interest. This is something all stakeholders have to keep in mind. Such
a scenario can have far-reaching political, geostrategic and socio-economic
implications for the region.

Afghanistan is already experiencing the dire effects of a financial
meltdown. This provides an environment for radicalisation and terrorism to
thrive. This is alarming. Furthermore, neighbouring states are already
engaged in a regional competition to court the Kabul ruling dispensation. This
can compound the negative implications for peace and security. Pakistan, Iran,
Central Asian countries, and India, albeit from a different angle, are engaging
in this game. There is also the emerging role of China in the neighbourhood.
Any involvement with the Taliban, or with the present setup in Afghanistan,
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has to be on a purely objective basis, not a self-serving one. Engaging the
Taliban-led regime in Kabul for narrow, self-serving goals will not serve the
purpose of achieving stability, lasting peace and security. In addition, the role
of major powers like China and Russia will be of critical importance,
depending on the kind of role they want to play. If they are only looking for
strategic locations there or seeking a “strategic depth”, it could be
counterproductive in the long run. Going by past experience, one also does
not know the life span of the Taliban. They were there in the 1990s and they
did not last very long. One does not know how long the present one will last
or what kind of threats there are for the people. Afghanistan must not become
the battleground for major powers, as it had been in the past. Rather, it is the
responsibility of all these powers and regional players to ensure a stable and
democratic Afghanistan. The battle should be for the welfare of the Afghan
people, and that is what all should work for.

In such an evolving situation, it is important to keep some key points in
consideration.

One needs to monitor the situation in Afghanistan very carefully and
closely because whatever happens there has direct implications and bearings
on South Asia, Southeast Asia, Central Asia, and beyond. The fluidity of the
situation makes it difficult to assess from the outside. It is important therefore
to engage from the inside. It is important for countries in South Asia, in
particular, to understand the complexities of the developments.

The other point is that the international community must engage with
Afghanistan to save its people from the looming humanitarian disaster and
the country’s very basic survival, let alone progress. Historically, of course,
many had tried to venture into Afghanistan to rule. However, none of them
could last, perhaps due to the failure to understand the Afghan people’s
psyche and expectations. There was no sense of humility, social
understanding, or appreciation of religious beliefs. Some of the key actors,
notably, the United States and its allies, China, Pakistan, India and Iran will
have an influence on what might happen in the future. They must remain
engaged. This does not necessarily mean immediate recognition as such but
remaining engaged with Afghanistan, and with the Central Asian countries
that are neighbouring Afghanistan. Importantly, this approach would be in the
interest of the Afghan people.

Regional organisations have a bigger role to play for a stable and peaceful
Afghanistan. Afghanistan should not be in the hyphenated relationship of the
India—Pakistan rivalry. Pakistan should not look at Afghanistan as its proxy
and as a base to create disturbances in India and the other regional countries.
Those who seek to exploit Afghanistan’s natural resources must be aware that



Return of Taliban in Afghanistan: A View from Bangladesh 131

it is not economically feasible to extract much of the mineral resources. There
are talks of making Afghanistan the centre for renewable resources. It is a
mountainous region. It can take years before the extraction of these resources
can even begin. So, there is a much bigger and long-term game some actors
are playing but there has to be a convergence of goals, a convergence of
thought in order to move forward in the interest of a stable peaceful
Afghanistan.

As far as Bangladesh is concerned, it needs to remain alert. Bangladesh
has had a long relationship with Afghanistan. But in the prevailing situation,
Bangladesh needs to remain vigilant and protect itself from the menace of
violent extremism and religious radicalism. It is important to remember that
in the past, there had been the odd Bangladeshi who had lined up with the
Haqqgani Group and the other terrorist elements. It is imperative, therefore,
that all stakeholders, big and small, far and near work together to create
deradicalised Afghanistan. This calls for cohesion, not competition. The need
of the time is to work together, not necessarily in a manner that brings out the
best from Afghanistan and in Afghanistan and is in everybody’s interest.

The situation is very fluid and there is every reason, why the international
community has not yet recognised the Taliban administrative dispensation. It
is because they have not been able to deliver the right message and given the
right assurances to other countries, which can facilitate a more serious and
institutionalised interaction. There have been the Doha group meetings but
how much impact that has had on the mindset of the Taliban is still unclear.
The Taliban leadership in Kabul has actually gone back on many of the things
they had said earlier. And this is the big concern.
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Education in Afghanistan:
Optimism to Pessimism

Mirwais Balkhi

Introduction

Following the fall of the previous Taliban regime and the establishment of a
new government in Afghanistan in 2001, education emerged as a national
priority. The aspirations of a young generation, long deprived of any formal
learning system, placed immense pressure on schools and universities. The
demand for education, however, outpaced the new government’s capacity,
compelling authorities to temporarily reinstate the existing pre-2001
educational system as a stopgap measure. Amid pressing need for urgent
reforms, the drafters of Afghanistan’s new Constitution recognised education
as a cornerstone of national reconstruction. They enshrined it as a
fundamental right, embedding clear and explicit provisions across multiple
articles in the Constitution. Notably, Article 43 guaranteed free access to
education for all Afghans—irrespective of gender—up to the bachelor’s level,
reflecting both a practical response to societal needs and a commitment to
inclusive development.

While the new Constitution of Afghanistan did not explicitly differentiate
between modern and religious education, historically, the country’s
sociocultural fabric and policies of previous governments supported both.
Thus, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, through its constitutional
framework, sought to define a progressive stance on women’s right to
education—drawing both from Islamic principles and international human
rights instruments such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
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Beyond affirming the fundamental rights of all citizens, the architects of
the new Constitution viewed youth education as of critical need for nation’s
reconstruction and long-term development. In a country where prolonged
conflict had severely weakened the capacity of the nation and destroyed all
critical infrastructures, nurturing human capital became a strategic imperative.
The government recognised that sustainable progress demanded an educated
and professionally skilled workforce—men and women alike—capable of
improving social conditions and driving national growth. Accordingly, over
the past two decades, successive Afghan administrations made concerted
efforts to expand access to education, with particular emphasis on
empowering women.

Recovering from the conservative approach of the Taliban regime, there
was a national hunger for education among the people across Afghanistan.
Bolstered by international support and government’s initiatives, the country
witnessed a rapid expansion of educational services—from elementary
schools to universities, both public and private. Institutions sprang up in urban
centres and remote villages alike, welcoming hundreds of thousands of new
students.

Yet during the early 2000s, the educational infrastructure remained
severely underdeveloped. Many schools operated without basic resources—
lacking textbooks, chalk, blackboards, and often even buildings. Classes were
frequently held outdoors under trees or in makeshift tents. In the face of acute
teacher shortages, individuals with minimal literacy were hired to instruct,
despite receiving little to no formal training or pedagogical support.

Despite these constraints, Afghanistan experienced dramatic quantitative
growth in education. From a base of roughly one million students in the early
2000s, enrollment reached 10 million by 2021. That year, approximately
10,017,000 students were enrolled across schools, teacher training institutes,
and private institutions—6,201,000 boys and 3,816,000 girls—representing a
60:40 gender ratio. Between 40 and 45 per cent of girls were in the first to
sixth elementary grades, and 55 to 60 per cent were in the middle and high
schools, i.e., seventh to twelfth grades. There were 23,3515 teachers working
in schools across Afghanistan, of which 147,187 were male and 86,328
female, which indicated that about 37 per cent of these teachers were women.
In higher education, the number increased from dozens to 350,000, of which
100,000 were girls.!

However, education remained problematic in Afghanistan in terms of
access and infrastructure. About 3.7 million children did not go to any school.
Young people were less attracted to universities due to their low academic
capacity. Although the new government in Kabul had started in right earnest
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to rebuild the country’s education system that was completely destroyed
during the first Taliban rule, there were still serious obstacles that deprived
millions of young people of education services.

This paper examines the principal obstacles to education in post-2001
Afghanistan. While the return of the Taliban to power poses a critical
challenge, the analysis extends beyond their influence to encompass structural,
political, and socio-economic factors that contributed to both the widespread
deprivation of children and youth from educational access, and the
persistently low quality of education nationwide.

Obstacles from 2001 to Present

Despite notable strides in improving the educational environment in the
country after 2001, the country’s education system was unable to meet the
growing educational needs of the people. Over 20 million children and youth
were deprived of access to schools and universities—an alarming indicator of
systemic exclusion.” On the qualitative front, Afghanistan lacked a coherent
education system and curriculum capable of delivering meaningful learning
outcomes, especially in marginalised and conflict-affected regions.

This fragile progress deteriorated further with the Taliban’s resurgence.
Educational setbacks intensified, not solely due to ideological suppression,
but also because of entrenched structural deficiencies. The crisis in education
stems from a constellation of interrelated factors—ranging from political
instability and chronic underinvestment to cultural barriers and governance
failures—each of which is outlined in the sections that follow.

Social Misconceptions and Cultural Barriers to Girls’ Education

Afghanistan’s educational challenges are deeply embedded in its social and
cultural landscape. A majority of the population resides in rural areas, where
illiteracy remains widespread and traditional mindsets dominate. Many
communities continue to perceive modern social norms as taboo, and the
importance of formal education—especially for girls>—is poorly understood
or actively contested.

Even in urban centers such as Balkh, Herat, Kandahar, and Nangarhar,
low literacy persisted across economic classes. Although 62 per cent of non-
poor families reportedly sent their children to school,* enrollment remains
uneven, and many children—boys and girls alike—never attended school.
The resistance to girls’ education is particularly pronounced, driven by
entrenched customs that confine women to domestic roles. Across both rural
and urban settings, harmful gender norms discourage education for girls.
Some tribal elders and religious authorities label female education as
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dishonorable, using cultural and religious rhetoric to legitimise exclusion. In
their view, a woman’s primary duty is homemaking and child-rearing, and
schooling threatens to disrupt these roles. Ironically, while household
management itself requires knowledge and skills, the dominant discourse
continues to oppose women’s formal learning.

These deep-rooted beliefs, reinforced by poverty and limited awareness,
had left a substantial number of girls without access to education.’ As of the
most recent estimates, Afghanistan’s female literacy rate stood at a mere 37
per cent—a stark reflection of both systemic neglect and ongoing socio-
cultural resistance.®

Poverty as Barrier

Poverty remains one of the most pervasive barriers to education in
Afghanistan. A significant proportion of the population has long lived below
the poverty line, with agriculture and livestock forming the backbone of most
families’ livelihoods. In such conditions, economic survival demands that all
able members—men, women, and children—contribute to daily labour,
leaving little room for formal schooling.

For countless Afghan children, the pursuit of education has been
overshadowed by the imperative to earn. Boys and girls across villages
engage in farming, animal husbandry, embroidery, and domestic crafts, while
urban youth increasingly work on the streets, undertaking gruelling tasks or
resorting to begging. These children often describe their lives as a trade-off
between survival and the chance at a better future—compelled to sacrifice
learning for bread, in the absence of adequate state support.’

Street children have proliferated nationwide, symptomatic of both urban
poverty and systemic neglect.® According to the World Bank, as of 2017, only
48 per cent of poor families in Afghanistan had enrolled their children in
school—a sobering statistic that underscored the depth of economic
exclusion.” This reality illustrates how poverty not only perpetuates
educational inequality, but also shapes the social fabric of future generations.

Uncertainty & Insecurity

The unsafe situation and insecurity prevailing in Afghanistan since 2004, as
well as the activity of armed organisations against the then government and
against the Taliban, created uncertain conditions for children to attend schools,
with girls, in particular, facing a more serious threat. A substantial number of
girls’ schools were closed in different parts of Afghanistan confronted with
violence, and incidents such as acid spraying on female students, murder, and
kidnapping prompted fear and worry among female students and their
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families.!® On many occasions, the Taliban and opponents of the Afghan
Government set fire to schools and stated their hostility to girls’ education,
which resulted in a drop in the attendance of female students in educational
centres. Unfortunately, there were several cases of poisoning of hundreds of
pupils at girls’ schools. It was part of a scheme launched to prevent the
presence of girls in educational institutions.'!

From 2018 to 2021, insecurity prevailed across the country because of the
Taliban militancy. For example, the 2018 report of the UN Assistance
Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) indicated that the year 2018 was the
bloodiest year for the people of Afghanistan, with over 10,000 civilians killed
or injured during the year. Around 400 schools remained closed due to
insecurity.!> The opening and closing of schools in most rural areas of
Afghanistan went unrecorded. About one thousand schools faced this problem.
For example, when the war reached Farah in western Afghanistan or Ghazni
in central Afghanistan, hundreds of schools remained closed for months.

Scarcity of Educational Facilities for Girls

There are both infrastructural and cultural constraints hindering girls’ access
to education in Afghanistan for long. The scarcity of dedicated girls’ schools
which led to female students either sharing limited facilities or travelling long
distances—sometimes for hours—to reach the nearest girls-only institution.'?
Such long-distance travels for girls raise serious security concerns and are
culturally discouraged, especially in areas, where conservative forces hold
their sway, leading many families to withdraw their daughters from schools
altogether.

Compounding the issue, mixed-gender schooling is unacceptable to many
Afghan families due to prevailing social norms. In schools where boys and
girls must study together due to limited resources, traditional beliefs often
prevent parents from enrolling their daughters. In some cases, girls are
explicitly excluded or expelled—underscoring the tangible impact of cultural
resistance on educational access.'*

Low Quality Education Offered

After concerns over safety and administrative inefficiency, one of the most
significant difficulties facing Afghanistan was the country’s generally dismal
educational system, which suffered from low quality levels. According to the
statistics provided by the Afghan Ministry of Education (MoE) during the
Ashraf Ghani administration, only 27 per cent of the 17,000 teachers
possessed the minimum eligibility criterion for a professional teacher, which
was graduation from the 14th grade. In addition to other factors, this directly
affected the quality and level of education provided throughout the country.
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In addition to this, based on the statistics provided by the MoE, there was a
shortage of more than 70,000 educators and teachers and a deficit of 90
million books before 2021."

Poor management was another issue that affected Afghanistan’s
education system, and it manifested both at the central and provincial levels
as there was clear lack of executive capacity in the education sector. The lack
of adequate staff and specialised work force, as well as the appointment of
non-professionals due to rampant administrative corruption, were
contributing factors in the education sector’s struggle in Afghanistan.'

Although the fundamental obstacles and challenges facing Afghanistan’s
education system caused the quality of education to remain poor, the previous
Afghan Government was trying to solve these challenges with the support of
international partners. The Afghan Government sought to address these gaps
with development programmes. Plans were afoot in cultural, economic, and
educational administration fields. Reforms were undertaken in schools and
universities. The Ministry of Education launched the ‘Decade of Education’
project to carry out extensive educational reforms. However, the fluid
political and security situation came in the way of implementation of these
reforms.

During the republican rule, a great sense of optimism drove the
government’s approach towards education. The government, civil society,
private sector, people, and international partners were positively inclined.
Regular attempts were made to address problems facing education. Both
quantitative and qualitative approaches were being encouraged in this regard.

Education under Taliban 2.0

Despite the above-mentioned obstacles to education in Afghanistan, there
were honest attempts to correct the system and provide education to all.
However, when the Taliban came to power in Afghanistan, the coefficient of
obstacles increased to an uncertain and unbelievable level. The Taliban
themselves became the biggest obstacle to education in Afghanistan. During
the last few years under the Taliban rule, all political, economic, social, and
cultural infrastructures including those at the level of primary and higher
education have suffered irreparable damage. In fact, the entire structure raised
during the republican period has collapsed.

On 15 August 2021, Afghanistan witnessed a wholesale change. It led to
changes at every level: society, government, market, socio-cultural
institutions, media, etc. Afghanistan has returned to the 1990s, a decade that
the people of Afghanistan had bitter memories of. The dark period of the
erstwhile Taliban rule had not been completely erased from the minds of men
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and women. Leave apart the adults, those who were children at that time have
now come of age and carry the bitter memories of regressive rule of the
Taliban from 1996 to 2001.

Post-Taliban takeover, educational institutions went into coma.
Afghanistan slipped into the medieval period. High-ranking employees of the
Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Higher Education either chose to
stay home or went into exile for fear of Taliban reprisal. University professors
and teachers fled the country in large numbers. A report stated that from the
universities of Kabul, Balkh and Herat, 229 professors quit their positions and
left the country.'” Of the eight professors at Master’s level courses at the
University of Afghanistan, seven left the country within one week of the
Taliban’s return. Those who stayed back did not have the courage to send
their children to school. Their livelihood was in question with disruptions in
economy, and most of the teachers, the only breadwinners of their families,
were deprived of their salaries.

One of the most important educational sectors in Afghanistan under the
rule of the Taliban, which has suffered serious damage, is the non-
governmental education sector. This sector was new in Afghanistan and had
been able to shoulder some responsibilities in the education sector. During the
Covid quarantine period in 2019, this sector faced serious financial challenges.
People were deprived of income and could not afford to pay fees to the private
schools. Virtual education needed infrastructure that had not been built before
in Afghanistan.

Why has the field of education, especially women’s education, suffered
the most compared to any other sector under the Taliban rule? To answer this
question, the Taliban’s view on education, particularly their view on women’s
education, and the issue of reforms in the educational curriculum are
discussed below.

The Taliban’s Concept of Education

It is difficult to get a unified and coherent view of the Taliban on education.
Because on the one hand, there is no uniformity among the Taliban leadership;
on the other hand, fewer works and writings have been published by the
Taliban ideologues on the issue. The Taliban’s view on education can be
recognised from the nature of the group. The Taliban ideology is a mixture of
traditionalism, tribalism, and Islamism. They rely on retrogressive traditions
and radical Islamic ideology. Therefore, education is an anathema for such a

group.
In Taliban’s view, traditional social and cultural relations are to be based
on the standards set in the Golden Age of Islam, in the 8th and 9th centuries
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AD. For this reason, education in science and technology is unnecessary.
Islam as interpreted by the Taliban jurists is sacrosanct and can take care of
all human needs. Islamic principles, enforced by Taliban, are sufficient for
running market, governance, foreign policy, jurisprudence, and any other
matter of consequence. All knowledge beyond it is either harmful or leads
society to disaster. If at all such knowledge is required, only men, and not
women, can be allowed to acquire it for running the affairs of the state.

Taliban leadership considers religious teachings to be primary, and
modern ones to be secondary. They have changed the education curriculum
in educational institutions adding religious principles to the curriculum while
modern education has been sidelined. The quality of education has been called
into question more than ever.'8 The certificates issued by religious schools are
now recognised by educational institutes across the country and social science
teachers are being drawn from the same pool for the universities."”

Taliban on Girls’ Education

No section of Afghanistan has suffered more than women and girls after the
return of the Taliban. The Taliban do not recognise women’s freedom,
especially their right to work and education. Education, one of the most
important of all the fundamental rights of a human being, has been taken away
from them. Women were the first group to protest for the restoration of their
rights, the day after the Taliban arrived in Kabul. Compared to men and young
male students, women and female students were more apprehensive about
Taliban usurping their rights.?

One of the Taliban publications that best clarifies the Taliban’s view on
girls’ education is the book titled Islamic Emirate, written by Abdul Hakim
Haqgani, which was published in Arabic. This book has the backing of the
Amir of Taliban, Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada, and the author himself is
one of the main decision makers responsible for laying down Taliban’s
national policies. According to him, women’s education is a must as per the
explicit decree of the Quran and the hadith of the Prophet Muhammad, but
because women are not allowed to go outside the house, therefore, there is a
problem in evolving the right method and mechanism for executing this
decree on women’s education.?!

But this is lame excuse. During the republican period, girls and boys were
separated from 6 to 12 standards in the schools. In many girls’ high schools
in Afghanistan, female teachers were employed. The Taliban also argue that
the rural folks in Afghanistan do not want girls’ education, which is again an
excuse to deny girls their right to education. During the republican period
again, in the remotest areas of the country, some of the tribal leaders had set
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a fine of 5,000 afghanis per month for families that did not send their
daughters to school,?? which disproves the Taliban argument.

Based on these misinterpretations and policies, around 2,350,000 girls
have been stopped from going to school. Out of about 3.7 million children
who have stopped going to school, 68 per cent are girls. All in all, about five
million girls have discontinued their studies since the Taliban returned to
power, if the number of female university students too is taken into account.?

The Taliban have also reduced the number of female teachers in the
educational institutions, especially in professional education, which is a
serious problem affecting the country’s education system. Most female
teachers have faced serious problems of poverty. A large number of them are
the sole breadwinners of their families. The Taliban did not pay their salary,
forcing a significant number of them to leave their duties. They were also
prevented from going out of the house for various reasons and therefore they
are facing grinding poverty.

In addition to these, the Taliban’s ambivalence about the employment of
female teachers in the body of the MoE has led to reduction in the number of
women serving in the education sector. Earlier, at least one per cent of the
teaching positions would fall vacant every year for various reasons. The MoE
had a specific policy to fill the vacant positions. In addition to contract
teachers who were hired annually based on the need and on a temporary basis,
the ministry had allocated 50 per cent seats for women candidates in the
national teacher recruitment examination. The MoE had also hired around
7,000 female teachers for girls’ schools through international institutions
between 2018 and 2020. Since the advent of the Taliban, all contract teachers
have been staying at home.?*

Taliban’s View on School Curriculum

The Taliban’s educational philosophy is deeply curriculum-centric, rooted in
the pedagogical models of traditional religious schools. Their approach
prioritises ideological transmission over interdisciplinary and literary
engagement, with limited emphasis on skill development, artistic expression,
or adaptive capacity. In this view, the curriculum functions not merely as a
tool for instruction but as the central mechanism of ideological continuity. For
the Taliban, the ideal curriculum serves two core purposes: neutralise
perceived threats to their worldview and cultivate a resilient mindset among
Afghan youth that affirms their legitimacy and ensures long-term survival.
They have consistently criticised the school curricula implemented under the
republican government, urging reforms that align more closely with their
interpretation of Islamic principles.?
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Following the 2020 Doha Agreement with the US, the Taliban initiated a
systematic overhaul of Afghanistan’s school curriculum. This process
included the review of 136 textbooks—45 for elementary, 48 for middle
school, and 43 for high school—in both Farsi and Pashto. A self-appointed
body of religious scholars, referred to as the “Technical Team,” was tasked
with evaluating the materials. The Taliban argued that the republican era
curriculum had been manipulated, asserting that its development—funded by
foreign governments—embedded “non-Islamic and non-Afghan standards”
modelled after Western ideals. In the introduction to their report on
curriculum review, the Taliban acknowledged the Islamic veneer of the
contents during the republican era, but claimed it concealed ‘“‘superstitions”
introduced under the guise of faith, driven by motives they described as “ugly.”
Notions such as democracy, gender equality, civil liberties and the
renunciation of violence were explicitly condemned. In the Taliban’s
ideological framework, these concepts—core to international human rights
discourse—are rebranded as incompatible, illegitimate, and morally
offensive.?

9 ¢

The Taliban removed the three subjects of “graphic art,” “civil education,”
and “culture” from the curriculum. Board members of the Taliban believed
that almost all of the arts subject [drawing and art] and civil education themes
are useless. The textbook proposed by the Taliban delegation, removed the
subject “Culture” from the curriculum. The Taliban delegation said: “This
topic is optional, and not necessary to study. It would be good if another useful
topic is taught instead.’?’

The process of reforming and changing the curriculum does not stop here.
The Taliban are planning to change the entire curriculum of schools and
universities in Afghanistan. These changes will be based on the Taliban’s
approach and their views on the necessity of education in Afghanistan.

Conclusion

Afghanistan’s enduring crisis in the education sector has its roots in a complex
web of domestic and regional factors. However, the main question that begs
a convincing answer is: How do Afghans educate their next generation?
While the country’s political and security landscape may shift over the
coming decade—potentially ending war and terrorism—a deeper crisis looms.
The deliberate closure of schools and universities for girls, besides restricting
boys from accessing formal education and higher learning, risk inflicting
lasting harm on the Afghan society for generations.

The systematic erosion of educational opportunity in the country is
already stunting the social, professional, and intellectual development of
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Afghan youth. One shudders at the thought of a future in which an entire
generation enters adulthood without the skills, capacities, or critical agency
required to build or sustain a functioning society. The consequences of
alternative education that the Taliban have tried to introduce are not
hypothetical—they include rising unemployment, deepening social
fragmentation, loss of direction, increased addiction, and the resurgence of
extremism. This may lead to the collapse of cultural, civic, and value-based
institutions which will create a fragile state and a fractured society. And the
cost of such unthinking changes in the important area of education, if left
unchallenged, will surpass anything one can currently imagine.

In the face of the deteriorating educational landscape in Afghanistan since
the return of the Taliban, international institutions, national agencies, and
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have been seeking alternative
pathways to support Afghan children, particularly girls. Online and distance
education (in a clandestine manner) have emerged as emergency
mechanisms—not as viable substitutes for formal schooling, but as stopgap
solutions aimed at ensuring quality learning at least for those few who can
form a critical mass for quality change in future. Even these efforts risk being
undermined by opportunistic behaviour. A growing concern is that many
NGOs, under the guise of educational service delivery, may exploit the crisis
to attract funding and expand operations with little accountability. While a
handful of organisations operate with genuine compassion and caution, most
lack expertise, commitment, and operational capacity to deliver meaningful
educational support at scale.

A pragmatic solution would be formation of a consortium of countries
committed to education in Afghanistan. Well-established international
actors—such as the Swedish Committee, the Aga Khan Foundation, and Save
the Children—could jointly manage and coordinate the delivery of aid. Such
a mechanism could mitigate misuse of resources by organisations seeking to
benefit from donor attention without substantive educational engagement.

It is also essential to underscore that Afghanistan’s national curriculum
was neither anti-religious nor opposed to national identity. In fact, the 2019
competency-based redesigned curriculum sought to cultivate committed,
capable, and socially engaged citizens. During the pilot phase in select
provinces, the MoE produced Persian and Pashto reading textbooks rooted in
Islamic and patriotic values for students of first, second and third grade, with
inputs from both curriculum experts and religious scholars. This process
added relevance and religious legitimacy to the curriculum.

However, the Taliban are now working—under various pretexts—to
impose an ideologically rigid and extremist curriculum across schools and
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universities. Their aim is to educate a generation that internalises a doctrine
of religious authoritarianism, thereby entrenching their rule and claiming
long-term legitimacy. Such a trajectory threatens to transform Afghanistan
into a breeding ground for terrorism and extremism, with devastating
implications for the country’s future and regional stability.
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Taliban and Education in Afghanistan:
Relevance of Bacha Khan’s Legacy

Bilquees Daud

Afghanistan has been experiencing violent, armed conflict for over four
decades now, which apart from inflicting human and material losses has left
a deep social and psychological impact on the Afghan society. It has given
rise to a “new normal,” which is, a growing culture of violence at both the
political as well as inter-personal and community levels. Moreover, this is
also mirrored amongst others, notably in the educational curriculum of the
country that ironically over years of conflict was moulded with the intention
of condoning or justifying the systematic use of violence. The immense
significance attached to the educational system to establish “ideological
hegemony” can be gauged from the fact that regime changes were
accompanied by drastic curricular changes, while the Islamist resistance
opened several schools for Afghan refugees in Peshawar and in territories
controlled by it in years of conflict.

This pattern appears to be unfolding yet again with the Taliban’s return
to power on 15 August 2021, with many of the fragile gains made in the field
of education between 2001 and 2021 being steadily reversed. The Taliban
have appointed mullahs to positions of leadership, sought to tinker with the
curriculum to align it with their narrow interpretation of Islam, and have
denied women access to education beyond grade six. Afghanistan has become
the only country in the world to deny women access to education, defying
calls by Islamic theologians and leaders to reverse the ban. These
developments show that the Taliban’s opinion on Islamic teachings and
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Sharia law is inaccurate and it yet again drives home the challenge posed by
the radicalisation of youth through educational curriculum.

The paper draws upon the legacy of Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, the first
Muslim and Pashtun who became an icon for practicing non-violence and
championing the cause of education for girls, and argues that a credible
counter-discourse to the Taliban must be rooted in the local socio-cultural
milieu.

Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan or Badshah Khan or Bacha Khan, also
famously known as the Frontier Gandhi and Fakhr-e-Afghan (Pride of the
Afghans), believed that Islam preaches gender equality, peaceful coexistence
with other faiths, and stands for social progress. In sharp contrast to it, the
Taliban project a totally different version of Islam based on conservative ideas
of banning women from work, education, and social mobility. The stark
disparity between these two worldviews appears more striking since Bacha
Khan came from the same ethnic background as bulk of the Taliban’s core
leadership.

Education System in Afghanistan

Up to the nineteenth-century, Afghanistan was a centre of developed
civilisation, literature, and science in the region. The country produced great
scholars and philosophers, such as, Ibn Sina Balkhi, Maulana Jalaludin Rumi,
Khushal Khan Khatak, etc. These scholars used a combination of secular and
religious expertise to promote learning. As observed by Mansory, ‘Islam has
been dominating most parts of the country for 1,200 years or more, which
implied that Islamic education has reached great parts of the population, also
rural people living in remote areas.”! Madrasas emerged as centres of religious
learning and were promoted by communities and religious leaders through
private funding.

Soon after Afghanistan got its independence in 1919, King Amanullah
Khan paid special attention to education. He was in favour of supporting
modern and secular education throughout the country, and for the first time
sent female students abroad for studying. The king’s reforms were considered
one of the crucial developments in the education system in Afghanistan.
When the king was overthrown by the conservative mullahs, he was replaced
by Habibullah Kalakani in 1929. The first step Kalakani took was to ban the
female education in the country. He also called back the female students who
were sent abroad for education.? It was for the first time in the history of the
country when women were not allowed to get education.

Following Kalakani’s brief rule of nine months, Amanullah’s reforms
were continued by his successor, King Nadir Shah, in 1930. As noted by
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Samady, ‘A new constitution, adopted in 1931, made primary schooling
compulsory for all Afghans, and placed all modern educational institutions
under the control of the State. Education at all levels—primary till tertiary—
was provided for free for all Afghans.’® Therefore, the 1930s is considered
the era of educational reforms in terms of building schools in all provinces
and unifying the educational system of the country by incorporating madrasas
in the formal education system.

However, throughout history, education system in Afghanistan relied on
foreign financial aid, mainly from Germany, France, United States (US), and
the Soviet Union’s financial aids applied through countries like Pakistan, Iran,
and Saudi Arabia during the periods of conflict. This dependency shaped
Afghanistan’s education curriculum to favour the type of education each
foreign donor country supported. For instance, the April 1978 coup d’état,
which was followed by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, ushered in a
period of “Sovietisation” of Afghanistan, including its education system. But
‘the Marxist ideology...seems to have little effect either on the village people
in the provinces, who are deeply rooted in their popular and religious
traditions, or on the highly educated intellectuals, who have a good
knowledge of Western culture.’* As a result, modern secular education faced
resistance in the rural areas where people feared for their traditions and
religious beliefs under an atheistic communist ideology.

In the first few years of the Soviet invasion, it was said that approximately
six million people fled the country, more than a million were killed, and the
enrolment in educational institutions fell from over a million in 1979 to
around 700,000 pupils in 1985.> Among the people who left the country, the
highly-educated Afghans mostly went to the West whereas the illiterate and
poor ones became refugees in Pakistan and Iran, where often radical forms of
religious education were provided for their children to promote Jihad against
the Soviet Army in Afghanistan.

In 1992, three years after the withdrawal of the Soviet Army, the last
communist government in Kabul was replaced by a Peshawar-based coalition
of seven Afghan mujahideen parties that proclaimed Afghanistan as an
“Islamic Republic” for the first time in its history. The new government faced
an acute lack of resources, insecurity, and a unified curriculum for education.
Moreover, in an ideologically charged environment, a high degree of external
meddling in the country’s affairs, priority was given not merely to religious
education but one favouring a radical interpretation of the faith, largely not
known to Afghans.

The undermining of the education system was facilitated by the anarchy
and chaos that dominated the Afghan landscape in the 1990s. During the first
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Taliban rule (1996-2001), women were strictly denied the right to education
and work. However, there were some underground schools that tried to
provide education to the young girls. Even after the overthrow of the Taliban
regime in 2001 and the establishment of a democratic system in 2004, schools
and teachers continued to be targeted. In 2007, about 226 schools were burned
down and 110 teachers assassinated.®

Politicisation of Education in Afghanistan

Afghanistan’s political instability has damaged social constructs and
lifestyles. The education system has always been manipulated by foreign
donors and local rulers. That is why the dependency of the country’s
education sector on foreign aid opened doors for various political agendas to
be propagated among young minds. Initially Sovietisation and then
Islamisation affected the educational system and encouraged violence and use
of children as instruments to win the war.

The communist governments considered education ‘an important
instrument for fostering the economic and social transformation of
Afghanistan. Its educational policies, adopted in 1980 with the assistance of
Soviet advisors, aimed at promoting literacy and basic education and the
development of vocational training and higher education.”” However, the
communists, as Yusuf Elmi believes, created an environment of distrust and
lack of self-confidence among the people and the students. For instance,
students were not allowed to speak against the government and air their
grievances.

Though Kabul University had been a centre of political activity, during
the initial years of communist rule, social gatherings and informal meetings
among the students to exchange ideas had disappeared. Instead, politics
became an important part of the student life. Students conducted violent
demonstrations against the Soviets and disliked their compatriots who
supported the Soviets.® The students were divided into two categories, ones
who favoured the regime and the others who were in opposition.

On the other hand, Olivier Roy believes that the Soviets aimed to create
a young generation alien to the past traditional Afghan society. They wanted
the youth to adopt the modern “Soviet way of life,” not necessarily politically
but socially. Further, he mentions, the Soviets not only changed the
curriculum but also the structure of educational institutions. He defines
“Sovietisation” of Afghanistan as an effort to make the country look like a
“Soviet Muslim Republic,” focusing on urban society and youth, which was
carried ‘through institutions, educations and ideology’.’
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The French model of education system was replaced with the Soviet
model and young students were sent for education to the Soviet Union, East
Germany, and India. The amendments took place notably in the middle
schools, colleges and universities where Russian language became mandatory
and religious education was replaced with new subjects such as ‘historical
materials, dialectical materialism, and history of working-class movement’."
Though, they also built kindergartens (for working women’s kids) and
nurseries (for orphans), which was a new concept for the Afghan education
system. Finally, in the whole process, orphans became more Sovietised than
others as they lacked parental care and family protection, rendering them
more vulnerable to propaganda.

Additionally, since Sovietisation took place mostly in the cities, the
growing gap between rural and urban people not only divided Afghan society
but also increased resistance against the communist regime. The rural
population that lived in total isolation had no access to governmental facilities
and thus was influenced by the mujahideen to stand against the communists
who were projected as a threat to their religious beliefs and social norms.
Therefore, many families left the country as they did not want to live under
the communist rule, nor did they wish to pursue jihad against them. Among
all, poorer families’ children and youth who immigrated to Iran and Pakistan
have suffered the most because in refugee camps they neither had access to
food, housing, and health nor to proper education. The children in refugee
camps in Pakistan attended schools run by international organisations that
provided traditional and religious education. According to Samady, ‘...The
curricula of these schools have varied in quality and scope and have not been
based on a unifying national vision for Afghan society and culture, as a
reaction to communist ideology.”!!

To further strengthen the resistance against the Soviets, the mujahideen
parties in Iran and Pakistan ignored the importance of national agenda in the
schooling at refugee camps and instead emphasised the religious dimension
of education. Sayyid Bahaouddin Majrooh states that the mujahedeen parties
either ‘re-opened the old religious Madrasas’ or built ‘institutions to train
militants for revolutionary Islam’ that were also funded by Saudi Arabia. Also,
‘the host country Pakistan having been found in the name of Islam, officially
undergoing the process of Islamization and also having had trouble since its
creation with Afghanistan’ was not keen to promote Afghan national
education.'?> Moreover, Pakistan hoped to create a new breed of Islamists
ruling Kabul who would be friendly to Pakistan considering Islamic affinity
and give up the demand for Pashtunistan and be less close to rival India.
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In fact, Islamisation as a response to communism was funded by the West,
particularly the US, to be undertaken in Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan.
Afghan children were taught in the schools to kill infidels and fight for the
country’s freedom from un-Islamic rulers. In other words, ‘in the twilight of
the Cold War the US spent millions of dollars to supply Afghan school
children with textbooks filled with violent images and militant Islamic
teachings.’!® These books, published in the Nebraska University at Omaha in
US, were used for ideological propaganda. Pages from one such book taught
to children in Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan are given below.

Image 1: Pages from Textbook Taught in Refugee Camps in Pakistan
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Source: https://www.reddit.com/r/AfghanCivilwar/comments/q9wukz/in_the_80s_usaid_
funded_militarized_children/.

Similarly, the Taliban used the American-produced books to teach
children in madrasas and to promote anti-American sentiments. They focused
mainly on orphaned and refugee children to be educated as extremists since
they themselves had been exposed to US books earlier. In contrast, Pia
Karlsson and Amir Mansory stated, ‘Taliban aimed at educating students with
a correct and strict view on Islam [based on their ideology] while
simultaneously training them in modern subjects and thus making them able
to compete with what was called the secular school students.’'* However, the
bitter reality is that the Afghan children and youth have over the years been
indoctrinated with violence through textbooks, which has contributed towards
inculcating among them a culture of violence and aggression.

What is even more astonishing is the fact that following the toppling of
the Taliban regime by the US and its allies in its “war on terror,” the same
books continued to be in print and circulation in many Afghan schools. In
2002, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID)
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provided $6.5 million to print textbooks for Afghan schools. These were the
same books used in the Afghan refugee camps ‘forcing Islamic
fundamentalist texts on Afghan kids for 20 years’.!> After much discussion
among the US policymakers and the people, the public opinion in the US
weighed in, arguing to the effect that it is illegal to promote religious
education with taxpayers’ money. In response the USAID removed its logo
and references to the US Government from the books and said that they ‘left
the Islamic materials intact because they feared Afghan educators would
reject books lacking a strong dose of Muslim thought’.'® Eventually the
circulation of old schoolbooks by USAID came to an end in early 2003.

Even though education became the top priority of the Afghan
Government, the establishment of a common school programme lagged.
Instead, education remained limited to non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) making efforts to use diverse curriculum to teach children, but most
of them used the syllabus adopted by the mujahideen focusing on religious
and traditional teaching.!”

Finally, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan adopted a new unified
national curriculum in 2005 to be implemented in all schools throughout the
country. Yet, the new curriculum, though much improved from the past,
lacked peace education to effectively replace violence depicted in textbooks
taught to children for so many years.

Taliban and Education in Afghanistan

Following the toppling of the Taliban regime by the US in late 2001, boosting
education was one of the most significant achievements in Afghanistan.
Despite challenges, female enrolment showed a secular increase across the
board. It rose from nearly zero to 2.5 million at the school level and registered
a phenomenal 20-fold increase in higher education from 5,000 girls’ students
in 2001 to 100,000 by 2021."® The focus on education, particularly girls’
education to enhance women’s rights in the country was a top priority of
international community. However, the recent developments have
demonstrated that the hard-won gains made over the past 20 years by Afghan
women remain reversible. Following their return to power and contrary to the
phony promises made earlier, the Taliban have moved swiftly to orchestrate
a systemic elimination of Afghan women and girls from all spheres of public
life, including education. Afghan girls were initially denied access to
education beyond grade six but soon the ban extended to women at the
university level. The Taliban sought refuge for the decision in the name of

Islam and what they perceived to be “Afghan culture”."”
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However, this is not borne out by empirical evidence. Consider for
instance the fact that data for women’s participation in the national university
entrance exams known as Kankor show a steady increase in female
participation from a measly 1,000 female aspirants in 2003 to 78,000 by 2013.
Notably in provinces such as Herat, female participation in the entrance
exams outpaced that of males by the ratio of 53 to 42 per cent.”’ It clearly
demonstrated the desire and legitimacy in Afghan society for access to
education cutting across the gender divide. If anything, the Taliban’s ban on
education for women reveals that not only their decision is not in sync with
the Afghan socio-political milieu but it also shares uncanny ideological
similarities with the likes of Habibullah Kalakani, who after toppling
Amanullah Khan from power in 1929 sought to undo his educational reforms
by banning women from accessing education.

Historically speaking, it would be fair to argue that Afghanistan has
always been a traditional society but not a conservative one bound by strict
religious dogmas. Consider for instance, the Taliban’s claim that co-education
system promotes vice. Nothing could be further from the truth as historically
co-education has been followed only until grade five under regimes of various
hues, barring the initial period of the communist rule. From grade five
onwards, female and male students have studied in different sections and/or
shifts. Apart from that, girls’ school uniform always remained the same with
black dress/skirt and a white chadar (a cloth to cover the head). In the school
curriculum too, religious subjects were always present even during the
communist era. Therefore, there is no evidence to support the Taliban’s
fallacious claim that schools in Afghanistan did not follow Islamic standards.

Besides curtailing women’s access to education, the Taliban has imposed
restrictions on women’s dress, mobility and employment. Consider for
instance the new morality law, called “Law on the Promotion of Virtue and
the Prevention of Vice”, enacted in July 2024 that forbade women’s voice to
be heard in public, explicitly prohibiting women from singing and reciting
poems. The new law thus is ‘effectively attempting to render them into
faceless, voiceless shadows’.?! The codified law, receiving ratification from
the Supreme Leader, Hibatullah Akhundzada, justified the harsh treatment of
women under the Taliban’s rule. Another article of the new morality law
states that women must cover their bodies, including their faces, and requires
women and men to avoid eye contact. The attempt to police women’s body
and sexualise them is further attested to by the law which prevents women
from ‘.... befriending non-Muslims, sex outside of marriage, lesbianism, anal
sex, paedophilia, and missing one’s religious prayers and fasts.”*> These
measures have effectively erased half of the population from public life,
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disproportionately impacting a society where a large number of households
are run by single women who lost their male members in the long years of
war.

A critical discernment of both Islam and Afghan history tells us that in
reality the Taliban’s treatment of women finds no precedence and justification
in either Islam or Afghan culture that have been perversely used to justify
such measures. Traditionally, women in rural Afghanistan enjoyed social
mobility and participation in public life. This is seen in women’s role on the
battlefield, embodied most potently in the legend of Malalai of Maiwand, who
took on the British in the second Anglo—Afghan War (1878-1880). It shaped
oral traditions through folk poems known as Landay and singing of songs in
the community festivals. Afghan women also had the liberty to leave home
without a male companion and bring water from Godar or “water places” in
the villages of southeast Afghanistan.?

The fact remains that in practice the socio-cultural and religious milieu in
Afghanistan has been far removed from the Taliban’s worldview, which
draws on a narrow Sunni-Deobandi interpretation of Islam as taught in
conservative religious seminaries of Pakistan. This ignores the diverse and
syncretic schools of theological thought that have thrived in Afghanistan. The
Taliban seek to bring about a socio-political and cultural re-engineering of
Afghan society for which education provides the most potent and effective
tool. They seek to use the educational curriculum to preach violence and
hatred. This is evident by the recent establishment of the suicide museum in
the country, which showcases the materials used for destruction by the group
in the recent years.?* It reiterates the long-held view by many critics of the
Taliban, including the author, that the Taliban normalise and encourage
violence. Consider for instance the fact that Sirajuddin Haqqgani in the opening
ceremony of the suicide museum with the family members of suicide bombers
‘... congratulated the men for their loved ones’ divine sacrifice and gifted
them with clothes, cash, and the promised allocation of land plots.” And in
October 2021, amid increasing tensions with Tajikistan, the group announced
the deployment of 3,000 suicide bombers to the border between the two
countries.”

In addition, Taliban’s assessment board for the modification of education
curriculum has already published its version of the revised school curriculum
in 26 paragraphs. Among other things, the committee emphasised that
textbooks should talk about the Muslim world only, disregarding the West
and denouncing importance figures such as Amanullah Khan, Faiz
Mohammad Kateb Hazara, and Abdul Ghani Khan. Moreover, the Taliban
recommendation on curriculum focuses on their interpretation of Islam, the
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importance of jihad and stresses that ‘the sharia rules of killing in war,
retaliation in kind, stoning, and other cases should be explained’.>® These
developments are contradictory to what Bacha Khan, a devoted Muslim and
a Pashtun leader, advocated to his followers. His ideological legacy teaches
peace, co-existence, tolerance, non-violence, equality, and non-
discrimination.

Bacha Khan’s Legacy and its Relevance

Bacha Khan’s background as a Muslim and a Pashtun made his non-violent
struggle unique since he was able to challenge the conventional discourse,
which portrayed the Pashtuns as “wild” people pre—disposed to violence.
Hailing from the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) of British India, now
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) Province of Pakistan, Bacha Khan promoted the
creed of non-violence and the cause of girls’ education in a culture that
privileged patriarchy and martial qualities. He argued:

We would have fared ill if we had not learnt the lessons of non-
violence. We are born fighters, and we keep the tradition by fighting
among ourselves... [thus]...this non-violence has come to us as a
positive deliverance.?’

To promote his cause, he set up Azad schools in the NWFP region, inviting
the ire of the British who saw empowerment through education as a threat.
Notably, Bacha Khan and his Khudai Khidmatgar’s political philosophy dealt
with the ideas of jihad in a way that would appear inconceivable to many
modern political movements of the day. He regarded dealing with the internal
“greater jihad” (jihad-i-akbar) as indispensable to embarking upon the
external “lesser jihad” (jihad-i-asghar) against colonial oppression. The
former in Bacha Khan’s conception was seminal to cultivate virtues of service,
restraint, and patience.?®

Bacha Khan’s followers held on to their vow of non-violence even when
Mahatma Gandhi’s followers dithered. Essentially, for Bacha Khan,
preserving the non-violent protest was much more important for Afghans than
the Indians because ‘the Pathans had been characterised by the British as wild,
ungovernable and uncivilised and hence it was doubly important that their
protest demonstrate political maturity and fitness for self-rule’.* For that
reason, Bacha Khan and his followers were able to challenge the British
stereotype and uphold moral high ground in the history of the region.

Bacha Khan said: ‘to me non-violence has come to represent a panacea
for all the evils that surround my people.... therefore, I am devoting all my
energies towards the establishment of a society that would be based on its
principles of truth and peace.’** Mukulika Banerjee argues that Bacha Khan
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though very much inspired by Mahatma Gandhi, had adopted a non-violent
dogma before Gandhi ‘... through his own reflections on the needs and short
comings of Pathan society’.>! To achieve that aim, he initially started a non-
political organisation, Anjuman-Islah-ul-Afghania, aimed at encouraging
‘economic, social and educational improvement in Frontier’ as he wanted his
people to take professions other than agriculture only.*?

Bacha Khan realised the potency of education as a medium to not only
uplift his people but also to help realise his goals of inculcating maturity,
restraint, and service amongst the Pashtuns. His propagation of gender
equality was firmly rooted in the framework of Islam. He fervently believed
in men and women being granted equal rights under Islam, arguing °...in the
Holy Quran, you have an equal share with men. You are today oppressed

because we men have ignored the commands of God and the Prophet’.*

Bacha Khan’s respect for women sourced from his close attachment to
his mother. He valued his mother’s views and never liked the concept of
purdah in his society, which meant ‘isolation of women from men’. His
mother also had high expectations and trust in him. She would say, ‘he is a
strong man...and he will be Badshah, a king.”** And he proved to be the king
of non-violent resistance in the Subcontinent’s northwestern region. However,
seeing today’s political situation both at the Afghanistan—Pakistan frontier
and the region, his efforts to promote the philosophy of non-violence, the
education of women, and women’s involvement in efforts for justice appear
to have been overshadowed by forces of radicalisation and Islamisation
triggered by regional and international geopolitics.

It is imperative that to counter the challenge of radicalisation through
education, as well as to bridge the gender divide in education, interventions
must draw on the history and legacy of figures such as Bacha Khan who
envisioned non-violence as a means of social and political change.
Unfortunately, his legacy has been either forgotten and/or has been
deliberately suppressed in contemporary narratives. To not repeat the
mistakes of the past and have a brighter future, work in rehabilitating the
history of non-violence in the educational, social, and political discourse of
Afghanistan is seminal. Such interventions will be sustainable, socio-
culturally hard to challenge and help in the long run to build societies based
on values of tolerance and equity.

The political scientists divide non-violent resistance into three kinds:
Hindu pacifism, Christian pacifism, and secular pacifism.?> But Bacha Khan
based his idea of non-violence action on Islam. Given Afghanistan’s socio-
political context, the country is not yet ready to adopt a secular form of non-
violent protest. Instead, a practice closer to the local realities needs to be
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applied to achieve the expected results. For this reason, Bacha Khan’s work
and experiences that could be called Islamic pacifism will be successful if
incorporated in the curriculum since it matches the local context, language,
religion, and the culture of the country. Students should be taught that social
and political change can also happen by non-violent means as Bacha Khan
wrote about. Particularly, Bacha Khan’s ways of dealing with non-Muslims,
raising social awareness on the importance of education for all, especially for
women, and of encouraging people to avoid negative cultural practices and
work for the betterment of their community voluntarily, need to be passed on
to future generations.

However, the task at hand is excruciatingly challenging given the
Taliban’s intention to mould the educational curriculum in line with their
political worldview. This is seen for instance, among other things, in the
disparaging statements made about the secular education by the Taliban
minister of education, as also in their opening of a suicide bombing museum.*®
It will rear a generation committed to violence. Public education curriculum
offers to the Taliban a potent tool to brainwash and control younger
generations for their political agenda. Thus, while banning women from
access to education is a matter of grave concern and needs to be challenged,
what is equally if not more alarming are changes being made to the education
curriculum as it will have reverberations well beyond Afghanistan. As Gandhi
said, ‘If we are going to bring about peace in the world, we have to begin with
the children.’?” Thus, the right to education, not physical presence in schools
but provision of quality education to enable a competent and peaceful
individual, can play a key role in building children’s personalities to avoid
violent and discriminatory behaviour.

A useful starting point in this context is provided by the strategies adopted
by the Pashtun Tahafuz Movement (PTM),*® which has emerged as the only
force that is able to challenge the Taliban effectively on its own turf in the
frontier region through non-violent mass mobilisation. It is worth mentioning
that the PTM has gone a step further, and under very challenging
circumstances, by mobilising people in the tribal areas. Receptivity for
interventions along these lines exists at the grassroots level in Afghanistan.
This can be gauged from the work being done specifically in the field of
education by activists such as Matiullah Wessa through his organisation, Pen
Path, which remains steadfastly committed to propagating girls’ education
through grassroots mobilisation.*
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Conclusion

Education can serve as a powerful tool to work towards establishing a society
that is based on the principles of social justice and equity, which is key to
realising sustainable peace. To achieve this end, it is imperative that the
education system be protected from political manipulation for it to be able to
inculcate among the younger generations social values and morals that
contribute towards peace and inclusivity.

Unfortunately, in Afghanistan, regimes of various political hues have
used education to fulfill their ideological and geo-political agendas and those
of their foreign patrons. In this context, it is worth drawing particular attention
to the fact that while the Taliban’s decision to deny women access to
education is deplorable, what is even more concerning is the concerted
attempt to re-engineer the curriculum to reflect their regressive and narrow
interpretation of Islam. The active and passive resistance against these
attempts being led by women needs to be supported. The ramifications of this
attempt at social re-engineering through education will be felt beyond the
borders of Afghanistan. The voices of Afghan women, as well as religious
scholars and grassroots activists resisting such attempts, need to be adequately
and effectively amplified.

The socio-cultural milieu of the region offers sufficient socio-cultural
capital to effectively challenge the discourse of the Taliban on religious and
cultural grounds and produce legitimate counter-narratives rooted in the
philosophy of non-violence. The preaching and practices of figures like Bacha
Khan provide an anchor for actions to this end. The strength of his teachings
lay in his ability to ground his radical ideas within the framework of Islam
and the cultural setting of the region. His advocacy for access to modern
education for all, based on values of equity and tolerance, resonates to this
day, as seen in the struggle of the likes of Malala Yousafzai and Matiullah
Wessa.

The only force in the region that has managed to muster a counter-
narrative to the violence whipped up by the Taliban and the excesses of the
Pakistan Army has been the PTM, which like Bacha Khan draws on the
philosophy of non-violence. The potency of the PTM’s message can be
gauged from the scale of mass mobilisation it has managed to achieve in the
notorious tribal areas of Pakistan, despite an unofficial media ban on covering
its activities. It is time for the international community to invest in grassroots
movements of such nature. Otherwise, one is likely to see history repeat itself,
as the Taliban were raised in madrasas in Pakistan funded predominantly by
the Saudis and on a curriculum designed and disseminated earlier by the US.
If steps are not taken to intervene in the unfolding situation in Afghanistan,
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one is likely to see another generation being raised on the same ideology,
propagating what they perceive to be traditional values. Thus, the
international community must intervene urgently and effectively to challenge
the revisionist curriculum being implemented by the Taliban as a means for
social and political re-engineering of Afghanistan.
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Taliban Regime and Afghan Opium Industry

Shreyas Deshmukh

In April 2022, six months after regaining power in Afghanistan, Taliban Chief
Hibatullah Akhundzada declared a nationwide ban on poppy opium
cultivation. It was stipulated that the violation of the decree will result in crop
destruction and punishment under Sharia law.' In March 2023, the Taliban
issued another edict prohibiting cannabis cultivation.?

The Taliban had a similar policy during their previous reign. In the last
two decades, the Taliban, while acting as an insurgent force, concurrently
administered a shadow government by appointing shadow governors in the
provinces they controlled and endorsed opium production. It constituted a
primary revenue stream for sustaining the insurgency.

The combination of Afghanistan’s weak economic foundation and
persistent political instability enabled flourishing of narcotics trafficking, thus
establishing its reputation as a narco-state. Over time, it became a critical
component of the nation’s revenue generation. This ecosystem comprised
multinational groups involved in narcotics and arms trafficking, as well as
other organised crime syndicates with the capacity to exert influence over the
state apparatus. Nevertheless, numerous states and international entities have
committed resources to counternarcotics initiatives within Afghanistan for an
extended period. The ramifications of the Taliban’s policy decision on this
matter will affect all stakeholders, the future trajectory of Afghanistan, and
regional stability. Assessing the ramifications of the Taliban’s return for
Afghanistan’s opium-based ecosystem is of paramount importance.
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Background

The Soviet invasion of 1979 precipitated a correlation between opium
production in Afghanistan and persistent instability, resulting in heightened
poverty and a governance deficit. This process resulted in the shift of opium
and cannabis production from Pakistan and Iran to Afghanistan.’

Decades of attempt to eradicate narcotics cultivation in Afghanistan have
been hindered by insecurity, economic instability, and a lack of political
resolve. Afghan opium and heroin steadily increased their market share over
the last four decades, accounting for 80 per cent of global demand in 2022,*
which highlighted the growing strength of drug traffickers. With the
emergence of new supply routes and markets, traffickers adapted to the
changing conditions by improving the quality of their products. They
transitioned from raw opium and cannabis to processed morphine-based
substances with varying purity levels, which facilitated easier smuggling and
higher profit margins.

The number of opioids increased twofold between 2010 and 2019,
particularly in South and South West Asia.’ For the suppliers, these are the
closest geographical areas with low risk. The Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean
serve as routes for larger shipments to Africa, Southeast Asia, and Europe.
The Balkan route has become a popular choice for shipments bound for
Eastern Europe. According to the UNODC, 42 per cent of opiate that exited
Afghanistan transits through Pakistan while Iran has reported that 90 per cent
of morphine and 85 per cent of heroin seized in its territory in 2018 had been
trafficked via Pakistan, and very small percentage smuggled directly from
Afghanistan.® The trafficking of most narcotics produced in Afghanistan is
controlled by well-connected traffickers from Iran and Pakistan, who have
operated in the shadows for decades and reap the majority of profits.

As a result, opiate seizures around Afghanistan increased in 2021, with
the exception of Pakistan, which also suffers from governance deficit (see
Map 1).

The map illustrates the correlation between the high level of opiate
addiction in Iran and the large number of seizures, as well as the country’s
role as a major route for narcotic traders to smuggle their products to Eastern
Europe. Central Asian neighbours of Afghanistan foresaw more violence and
instability in the region following the 2020 Doha agreement and took
measures to deal with such contingencies. Northern drug smuggling networks
were disrupted due to the additional protective security measures and
strengthened border security in Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan.” In
South Asia, India witnessed a sharp rise in heroin seizures in 2021
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Map 1: Opiate Seizures Around Afghanistan since August 2021
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immediately after the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan but subsequently it
reduced over the years (see Graph 1 below).

Graph 1: Heroin Seizures in India from 1998 to 2023
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Source: Annual Report of the Narcotics Control Bureau of India, at
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The majority of these potent psychoactive substances such as heroin and
methamphetamine that emerged in the market in 2021-22 were manufactured
under the previous Afghan administration. In expectation of the Taliban’s
counternarcotics policies, such substances were hastily moved out of
Afghanistan. Moreover, the Afghan opium market’s competitiveness and its
geographical location as the “heart of Asia” have made entering and exiting
relatively easy.® The involvement of political actors in the drug trade
strengthened the supply chain during the last two decades.” The 2018 report
by the US Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR)
revealed that no counter-drug efforts in Afghanistan achieved lasting results
in reducing poppy cultivation or opium production.'

Afghanistan as a Narco-state and Taliban Insurgency

Data from multiple UNODC reports demonstrates a persistent rise in
Afghanistan’s overall opium production, excluding the period of first Taliban
rule in the late 1990s when the Taliban demonstrated their determination to
enforce counter-narcotics policies. The ban on opium by the Taliban in
August 1997 and 1999, as mentioned in the US State Department reports, had
resulted in a one-third decrease in poppy farming in Afghanistan.!! The
UNODC report also noted a significant decrease in opium poppy cultivation
from 82,000 hectares in 2000 to just 8,000 in 2001.'2

As per the UN Security Council (UNSC) report of March 1999, the
Taliban had destroyed about 34 heroin-processing labs in Nangarhar Province
following a decree by Mullah Omar.'* The UN officers conducted surveys in
southern and eastern provinces, even during such a tumultuous period.'* The
UNSC reports of 1999 and 2000 suggest that the Taliban were sincere about
their counter-narcotics efforts, but the documents do not point to the ability
of the regime to regulate the policies in the longer term.

The Taliban’s early achievements were ultimately undermined by their
deficient human rights record, rigid religious policies, lack of economic
expertise, and tolerance of extremism, all of which hindered efforts to reduce
opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan. Thus, the policy was short-lived as
the US ousted the Taliban regime in late 2001 after the 9/11 attacks. The
continued instability in Afghanistan in the aftermath led to an increase in
narcotic production and trafficking.

In the wake of the 2014 departure of most of the coalition troops from
Afghanistan, the Taliban—dominant in the south and southwest—expanded
their offensive into the eastern and northern provinces.'® Increased violence
in these previously stable and opium-free provinces led to a significant rise in
poppy cultivation.'® A correlation existed between the Taliban’s control and
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the rise in opium production in these areas; it remains unclear whether the
former caused the latter or vice versa. Reports suggest that the Taliban
provided support to the drug traffickers and also offered convoy protection
against the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF).!"” The sustained
increase in poppy cultivation after 2001 also questioned the seriousness of the
ANSF, Counter-narcotics Police of Afghanistan, and coalition forces in
eradicating it.'8

The Taliban’s approach to narcotics is paradoxical, considering their dual
role as insurgents and governing authority in parts of the country. The
discrepancy underscored the debate on the Taliban’s reliance on revenue
derived from opium and affiliated businesses. The conclusions of the
UNODC reports are contested by the extensive research of Barnett Rubin and
David Mansfield, American political scientists with expertise in Afghanistan,
who have focused on the impact of opium poppy cultivation on rural Afghan
communities. They presented empirical evidence, which strongly suggests
that the Taliban did not primarily rely on opium for income.' Despite the
author’s inability to reach a definitive conclusion, a comparative analysis of
these divergent perspectives reveals Taliban’s involvement in the narcotics
trade.

(a) The Taliban insurgency aggravated insecurity, thus providing a
favourable climate for manufacturing and processing of narcotics.

(b) Afghanistan’s opium production was increasing sufficiently to
satisfy the global demand.

(c) A significant number of powerful entities from diverse governing
structures were complicit in and profited from this undertaking.

(d) The opium industry in Afghanistan had a decentralised nature,
involving multiple stakeholders.

(e) Afghan farmers’ cultivation of opium poppies was motivated by
economic hardship, not profit-seeking.

The insecurity fuelled by the Taliban’s insurgency trapped Afghanistan in a
loop where the country was likely to ‘remain insecure, politically fragmented,
weakly governed, poor, dominated by the informal or illicit economy, and a
hostage to the drug industry’.?® The steady rise in opium production
particularly in areas under the control of the Taliban in the past, such as the
Helmand Province, proved the point (see Graph 2 below).
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Graph 2: Opium Poppy Cultivation in Helmand Province, 2006-2022
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Source: ‘Opium Cultivation in Afghanistan: Latest Findings and Emerging Threats’,
UNODC, November 2022; ‘Afghanistan Opium Survey 2019°, UNODC, February
2021.

After Taliban’s return to power in August 2021, a significant reduction in
poppy cultivation occurred in southern states, specifically Helmand, from
67.3 per cent of the national average in 2021 to 0.4 per cent in 2023.%' The
northeastern provinces, particularly Badakhshan, became the primary
location for poppy cultivation, replacing the southwestern provinces.?
Taliban forces encountered resistance from local farmers during clashes that
ensued following attempts to eliminate opium cultivation.® In 2024,
cultivated acreage expanded by an estimated 19 per cent year-on-year,
reaching 12,800 hectares, following a 95 per cent decrease in the 2023
growing season.?* Despite this, opium production in 2024 exhibited a 93 per
cent reduction from 232,000 hectares recorded in 2022 before the ban.? This
demonstrates the Taliban’s capacity for legal enforcement. In November 2024,
the Taliban announced the formation of the High Commission on Anti-
Narcotics.”® The Taliban’s counter-narcotics strategy remains unclear;
however, their primary approach involves a two-pronged tactic of enforcing
a poppy cultivation ban and offering substitute crops.”’ This policy is
primarily motivated by the enforcement of ideology, bringing economic
stability and the eradication of competing power structures.
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Opium Economy under Taliban Rule

The opium economy has played a crucial role in Afghanistan’s national
revenue for many years.”® The UNODC estimates that the opiate economy
accounted for 7 to 11 per cent of the country’s GDP in 2021.%’ More than 10
per cent of the Afghan population depends on the opium economy.
Additionally, local businesses like real estate rely on the financial liquidity
from the illegal drug trade.

In the wake of the 2021 Taliban takeover, a significant increase in opium
sales by Afghan farmers occurred, with a 32 per cent rise generating US$ 1.4
billion for farmers in 2022.3° Zabihullah Mujahid, the Taliban spokesperson,
declared at a press conference two days after the Taliban seized Kabul that
the "Islamic Emirate” would put an end to the drug trade.’' In April 2022,
Taliban chief Akhundzada announced the ban on the cultivation of poppy.*

The regime had warned the farmers eight months prior to implementing
the ban* and also provided a two-month grace period for harvesting the
standing opium crop to reduce the losses of farmers.* The ban demonstrably
led to a sharp decline in poppy cultivation and a rise in the cost of narcotics
internationally, as evidenced by reports from independent analysts like David
Mansfield* and the United Nations.*® Despite an increase in income, farmers’
purchasing power remained unchanged as inflation rose from 4.2 per cent in
2021 to 17.9 per cent in 2022.%7 The inflation reduced after the initial phase
of uncertainty. In July 2023, World Bank reported that the year-on-year
inflation had been negative in May and June.’® The same report further
provides a reason for declining inflation, which is, ‘over 50 per cent of Afghan
households struggle to maintain their livelihoods and consumption,’ as they
lost the purchasing power due to lack of income.*

Despite farmer compliance with the ban,* it was clear that incentives for
opium cultivation have risen due to increased political, social, and economic
vulnerability. Severe food insecurity affects roughly half the Afghan
population, with 30 million people urgently requiring humanitarian aid.*! The
absence of alternative income sources has resulted in acute food insecurity for
20 million citizens, with 2.7 million facing famine, according to the
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. Since 2020,
the sustained drought has intensified the crisis affecting the entire country.*?
Given its drought resistance, established market, and high yields, poppy
cultivation may remain the optimal choice.*® High-value crops like
pomegranates, almonds, pistachios, and asafoetida require extended periods
of growth to reach maturity. Drastic reduction in Opium cultivation will
reduce the supply of opium and export quality heroin in the near future.** This
was confirmed by both the US State Department and UNAMA reports, but
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the reports also acknowledged the ongoing trafficking and sale of processed
opiates and synthetic drugs from Afghanistan.*> The drug traffickers rely on
strategic reserves*® to sustain their operations.*’

Social Factors

For centuries, Afghan people have derived a sense of collective security from
their tribal identity. The recent wars in Afghanistan have weakened the
country’s social fabric, resulting in the rise of terrorist groups and drug
lords.*® During his tenure, former Urozgan Governor Jaan Muhammad Khan,
a member of the Durrani tribe, manipulated the preceding administration’s
poppy eradication programme to stifle competition from the Ghilzai tribe and
perpetuate inflated prices.* Some mujahidin leaders during the Afghan civil
war, such as Gulbuddin Hekmatyar of Hizb-e-Islami, depended on illegal
profits from opium and heroin smuggling, with the support of Pakistan’s Inter
Service Intelligence (ISI).>°

The Taliban’s rise to power means that individuals who control
agricultural lands might have to pay protection money for a portion of their
earnings. In certain regions, the Taliban overcame their traditional foes from
the former northern alliance and gained dominance over opium/heroin
production sites in northern provinces.

The transborder opiate trafficking is structured along ethnic lines,
primarily engaging Pashtun and Baluch populations inhabiting regions
adjacent to the eastern and western frontiers. This is significant due to the
preponderance of Afghan narcotics trafficked through Iran and Pakistan.>!
Within the Loya Paktia region, which is situated on the border with Pakistan,
the Haqqani network had established a considerable presence and is actively
involved in narcotics trafficking and heroin production.’> Though smaller in
scale than the Kandahari Taliban faction, the operation provided significant
financial resources to the Hagqani network.” The decision by the Taliban in
April 2022 to ban poppy cultivation demonstrated the Kandahari faction’s
strategic effort to consolidate power via the regulation or eradication of the
decentralised opium trade. Intentions behind the policy could sow division
within the ranks of the Taliban. Acting Interior Minister Sirajuddin Haqqani,
who is also the head of the Haqgqani Network, was found criticising
Akhudzada for monopolising power.’* Previously, the Taliban helped
smuggle opium and collected taxes on it.>> The exact figure of their yearly
revenue is not available, but it could be in the range of US$ 100 to 400
million.>® Thus, the policy contradiction is due to the economic requirement
versus ideological compulsion.
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Reality vs. Compulsion

The Taliban, driven by their ideology, confront complex dilemmas in their
pursuit of Sharia implementation, disregarding present-day political and
economic realities. One such challenge involves the control of poppy
cultivation.

International organisations and the previous regime viewed opium
production as a socio-economic problem, leading to the adoption of counter
narcotics policies similar to those used in South America and East Asia.
However, the Taliban’s engagement with drug cultivation and use is
underpinned by religious and ideological factors. The Taliban’s actions are
driven by religiously motivated insurgency, or the governance of an emirate
pursuing a utopian vision. Shia and Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence
provide ample justification for a ban on narcotics.”” Thus Amir-ul-Mu’minin,
a title held by both Mullah Omar and subsequently Hibatullah Akhundzada,
issued an edict prohibiting the production and consumption of narcotics,
emphasising the policy’s religious foundation in Sharia law.

In the view of the “Islamic Emirate,” a ban on drugs is essential to address
the significant societal challenges stemming from drug addiction within
Afghanistan. The goal is to redirect societal progress, eradicate Western
cultural effects, and establish a truly Islamic society. In essence, the Taliban’s
efforts focus on rehabilitating drug users and apprehending those involved in
smaller drug smuggling operations in Afghanistan.*

A long-term approach is necessary for drug eradication, hinging on
political stability and security as the key to success. There seems to be little
attention given by the international community to a counter-narcotics strategy
bearing in mind the scenario of the return of the Taliban regime.” The strict
application of Sharia law under the Taliban has rendered the continued
functioning of international organizations increasingly problematic.®
Stringent limitations on women’s rights, coupled with an anti-democratic
agenda and the Taliban regime’s tolerance of extremism, have engendered
considerable international concern about Taliban’s future.®’ The Taliban’s
strict adherence to their interpretation of Islamic law hinders the acceptance
of direct international aid subject to external oversight and conditions. The
Taliban are obligated to grant access, ensure the safety of surveyors, and
transparently share financial transaction data with oversight bodies, including
the UNODC and FATF, for anti-money laundering purposes. Transparent and
accountable governance is fundamental for receiving international aid. The
former Taliban regime was more amenable to addressing this issue. The
Taliban today are pursuing international engagement, seeking aid,
recognition, and investment predicated on the acceptance of their terms.
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In contrast, the Taliban’s insurgent activities against the Western
coalition were financed for twenty years via the narcotics trade. Their
financial support, like that of other terrorist organisations, stemmed from both
legitimate trade taxation and illegitimate mining endeavors. The essential
function of any politically driven organisation is the acquisition and retention
of territorial control for political ends. However, this outcome is contingent
upon the cessation of resident distress. This funding model’s long-term
viability is compromised by its erosive effect on relationships with those it
governs. Therefore, the Taliban regime may be diversifying its revenue
streams, transitioning from those previously utilized by insurgent factions or
pursuing economic integration. Hence the Taliban are focusing more on
exploiting natural resources such as inviting regional countries to invest in
strategic minerals and also using its geographical position at the heart of Asia
to assimilate emerging new international trade corridors such as North—South
Transport Corridor. A significant obstacle to this strategy is its southern
neighbour, Pakistan.

A Coercive Neighbour

Pakistan, a crucial transit point for Afghan goods and a major importer to
Afghanistan, is experiencing economic difficulties stemming from its long-
standing unsustainable policies.®> The Durand Line’s contested status,
combined with their abusive treatment of Afghan nationals, led to recurrent
clashes and border closures between two countries. Pakistan’s newly
established border policy is having a negative impact on legal trade®® and
resulting in a scarcity of essential goods in Afghanistan.** Drug smugglers
may take advantage of this security and economic volatility to relocate drug
production to Pakistan’s border areas.

Thus, the lack of other resources could impede the Taliban’s ability to
confiscate means of sustenance and cultivate lasting opposition in the short
term. While the Taliban might frame their drug trade profits as addressing the
populace’s necessities, their actual utilisation of the funds remains a separate
matter. The temporary ban on poppy cultivation has yielded higher farmgate
prices, thereby benefiting farmers. Given past experiences, the Taliban may
recognize that the forceful eradication of poppy cultivation, without providing
a viable alternative, will likely lead to increased cultivation nationwide.

Conclusion

Afghanistan’s increased opium production is historically linked to three key
factors: instability, poverty, and a governance deficit. These factors continue
to be relevant under the Taliban rule. This indicates a potential rise in opium
poppy production in future. The regional surge in opioid use has shifted the
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focus of the narcotics trade from international to regional. The Taliban intend
to consolidate their authority by prohibiting poppy cultivation and eliminating
the influence of entrenched narcotics traffickers.

The Taliban’s extensive control of industry provides leverage in their
negotiations for international recognition and increased humanitarian
assistance. Should this prove unsuccessful, the Taliban’s governance may
become dependent on revenue generated from the narcotics trade. Despite the
regime change, prior Afghanistan-focused counter-narcotics strategies may
retain relevance, given the potential for a comparable approach by the Taliban.
The methodology is structured across three phases: interdiction, eradication,
and the development of alternative income sources. These strategies proved
unsuccessful due to the impact of poverty, political instability, escalating
violence, and an extended timeframe for achieving desired outcomes. Prior
successes in other countries with similar strategies can be attributed to
optimised sequencing, appropriate resource allocation, and a secure
operational environment. Despite establishing a degree of security, the
Taliban regime lacks the requisite political, economic, and moral capacity for
sustainable suppression of narcotics production.
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Afghan Taliban: Sitting Out Global
Pressures on Reforms?

Mahendra Ved

With the return of the Taliban to power in August 2021, after the United
States-led Western forces withdrew, Afghanistan, now called the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan, is either “liberated” or has again regressed into
medieval ages—depending on how one looks at the tumultuous event. It was
the biggest debacle for the United States since it quit Vietnam. The Taliban,
now in full control, are more articulate, yet unchanged in the rigid application
of their version of Islam on their people than they did during their first stint
in power (1996-2001). The UN Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring
Team concerning the Taliban in its 2023 report observed that the Taliban have
‘reverted to the exclusionary, Pashtun-centred, autocratic policies of the
Taliban administration of the late 1990s’.!

Yet, Afghanistan’s isolation is gradually ending. China has sent an
ambassador and 40 countries have accorded it de facto recognition. This
underscores a complex situation: Even if it disapproves, the world community
cannot ignore the miseries the Afghan people continue to face, no matter who
rules them.

More important is the fact that the ‘global war on terrorism’ that brought
the United States (US) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
to Afghanistan, has not been won. Indeed, it has complicated the situation for
all of Afghanistan’s neighbours. Afghan narcotics’ cultivation and movement
remain a matter of concern. Banned in 2022 by the new rulers, its production
is lower than before, although it registered an increase of 30 per cent between
2023 and 2024, reaching 433 tonnes in 2024. This is because ‘the Taliban’s
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campaign against narcotics has drastically reduced opium poppy cultivation
and upended Afghanistan’s drug economy. Driven by ideology, the Taliban’s
anti-drug efforts include rounding up drug users, eradicating crops, and
shuttering drug bazaars.”> However, the International Crisis Group’s report
expresses scepticism about the effectiveness and continuation of the ban
which is estimated to cut US$ 1.3 billion earnings that are roughly eight per
cent of Afghanistan’s GDP.?

Afghanistan continues to be coveted for its geographical location and its
untapped resources. Unsurprisingly, a new phase of the ‘Great Game’ has
begun. The players have changed and their positions have altered, but none is
likely to give up or lose interest. None of those who invaded/occupied it in
modern times—the British in the nineteenth century, the Soviets, and the
Americans in the 20th century—was there for Afghanistan’s nation-building.
Defeated, they have left the country poor and devastated but weaponised, to
fend for itself.

After over four decades since the monarchy ended, the Afghans under the
Taliban are on their own. Their conditions when viewed from the outside are
unenviable. Few prospects exist to compensate for the lost decades and catch
up with the world. The only redeeming feature is that it has remained
territorially intact.

A multi-ethnic society with significant populations from the
neighbourhood, it has been subjected to frequent violence and cleansing,
which ensures its immediate neighbours’ interest and concern. Being
landlocked limits its options and it must depend upon neighbours for access
to the outside world.

New factors, both geopolitical and geo-economic, impact it. One is the
emergence of China as not just a regional but also a global power. Russia
ruled for a decade before the Soviet Union broke up. The US marked its
presence there for two decades. They would need to share their strategic space
with China. Like the rest of Europe, the British, who initiated the original
‘Great Game’ in the nineteenth-century, are now camp followers of the US.

What has not changed, or indeed, worsened, is how the Taliban govern
Afghanistan and treat women and ethnic minorities. They appear determined
to sit out all the calls to change their style. The absence of diplomatic
recognition and economic sanctions, even freezing of their funds abroad, have
not pressured them. They do not seem to be bothered about the global odium.

However, concerns over Afghanistan’s worsening humanitarian crisis,
the threat of terrorism, and hard-nosed pragmatism have led to some
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international engagement. Three years into its rule of Afghanistan, the Taliban
government has achieved some diplomatic wins and has consolidated power.

China quietly made the beginning in February 2024 when it recognised
Bilal Karimi as the envoy of the Taliban regime. Earlier, in September 2023,
it dispatched Zhao Sheng as the Chinese envoy. China and Russia appeared
to move in tandem. In April 2024, Zamir Kabulov, the long-time special
envoy of President Vladimir Putin, met the Taliban leadership. Security
analysts have interpreted this as an effort to fill in the vacuum caused by the
US/NATO withdrawal. Many countries did not close their missions in Kabul
when the Taliban returned to power. Kabul has so far gained control of
missions in 14 countries.

India

A notable “returnee” is India which closed its mission and consulates in
August 2021 but reopened its embassy in 2022 following the earthquake in
the country to help in aid delivery. On 8 January 2025, Indian Foreign
Secretary Vikram Misri met with Acting Afghan Foreign Minister Amir Khan
Muttaqi during a visit to Dubai. Talks reportedly focused on expanding trade
and leveraging Iran’s Chabahar Port, which India has been developing to
bypass Pakistan’s Karachi and Gwadar ports.

This has been a significant move by India. It has historic ties with both
Iran and Afghan people and is one of the key stakeholders in regional peace.
‘Delhi has now given the Taliban leadership the de facto legitimacy it has
sought from the international community since its return to power,” Michael
Kugelman of the Wilson Center, an American think-tank, told BBC in
January 2025.4

The importance of the move was underscored on 15 December 2023,
when External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar of India told parliament of
“historical and civilisational ties” with Afghanistan. India has invested more
than US$ 3 billion over 500 projects across Afghanistan, including roads,
power lines, dams, hospitals and clinics. It has trained Afghan officers,
awarded thousands of scholarships to students and built a new parliament
building. Having dealt with Kabul-—monarchical, communist, or Islamist—
India enjoys a warm rapport with the Afghan people.’

For India, the deeper reason for the Afghan outreach is its aim to
strengthen connectivity and access Central Asia, which it can’t reach directly
by land due to Pakistan’s refusal of transit rights. Experts say Afghanistan is
the key to this goal. One strategy is collaborating with Iran on the Chabahar
port development to improve access to Central Asia via Afghanistan. India’s
Border Roads Organisation (BRO) developed the Delaram—Zaranj Highway,
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also known as Route 606, a 135-mile-long two-lane road in Afghanistan,
connecting Zaranj in Nimruz Province, near the Iranian border, with Delaram
in neighbouring Farah Province. India spent US$ 152 million.

However, in a missed opportunity, India could not build a railway line
from Chabahar to Zaranj, Afghanistan. The project was part of a trilateral
agreement between India, Iran, and Afghanistan to create a trade route to
Afghanistan and Central Asia. India was later dropped from the project due
to funding delays caused mainly due to the US’s adversity to Iran. The cost
for the 628 km rail line was estimated at US$ 1 million per kilometre.

“Befriending Enemy’s Enemy”’

Significantly, Kabul’s relations with Delhi appear to be easing amid rising
tensions between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Pakistan, which sheltered the
Taliban for over two decades and facilitated their return to power, now claims
the hard-line Pakistani Taliban (TTP) are sheltered, armed and operate from
sanctuaries in Afghanistan. Given their heavy dependence upon Pakistan, it
is possible long-term that the Taliban may shun India at some stage. But
Jayant Prasad, a former Indian ambassador to Afghanistan, justifies the move:
‘Letting the Taliban stew in its juice won’t help Afghan people. Some
engagement with the international community might pressurise the
government to improve its behaviour.”®

Dropping its earlier antipathy towards the Taliban, India is cautiously
working in tandem with the world community and the United Nations.
Notably, the Taliban government participated, for the first time, in UN-hosted
talks in June 2024 in Qatar to discuss economic issues and counter-narcotics
efforts. Chief Taliban government spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid, who led
the delegation, said the gathering was a further proof that: ‘Afghanistan has
come out of isolation.’”

Opinions concerning dealing with the Taliban remain divided. While
there is no sign of any collective move to recognise the Taliban regime, save
for occasional expressions of anguish, little is said of the women and the
ethnic minorities in Afghanistan despite reports of their being isolated and ill-
treated keep coming up. The Taliban reject any criticism as “interference”. In
principle, the world community can be faulted for paying lip service to
Afghan women and minorities. Global criticism has proved like Teflon on the
Taliban’s back. That being the reality, with each nation guarding its interests,
the world has gradually moved towards doing normal business with Kabul.

The world now has to deal with the inevitable Afghan exodus. Refugees
throng European cities where they are unwelcome. Thousands have left
Afghanistan since the 1970s, adding to the millions who have done so during
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each conflict, internal as also caused by foreign intervention. Afghanistan’s
neighbours are fighting off the pressure on their populations and economies.
Iran deported 750,000 Afghans and announced a plan to deport up to two
million by March 2025. While Iran has long hosted Afghan refugees,
naturalisation opportunities are rare.®

In October 2023, the United Nations estimated that nearly 3.7 million
Afghans, registered and illegal, resided in Pakistan, while Pakistani
authorities believed the number to be as high as 4.4 million. Of them, about
541,000 Afghan refugees were forced to leave Pakistan in the first phase
initiated on 1 November 2023 while over 80,000 were forcefully deported in
the second phase started on 15 April 2024. These Afghans were either not
Pakistanis or were not registered as refugees. That army-led operation ended
amidst much criticism at home, especially from human rights bodies and
political parties having a Pashtun support base and charges of selective
eviction and corruption.

While they deal with these returnees without protesting, the Taliban’s
unstated policy so far as the exodus is concerned, is to do nothing to stem it.
Western nations airlifted over 120,000 Afghans abroad, as per a statement
issued by the European Parliament. This may have begun early and been
carried out in phases, considering that the actual evacuation in August 2021
was abrupt and chaotic. Since then, at least 300,000 Afghans have fled by
land. It has continued unabated as people flee, often with families, to escape
persecution and misery. As per the UNHCR (United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees) figures of June 2023, two million Afghans live
outside their country as registered refugees in Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. Pakistan had 300,000 more unofficial arrivals
since August 2021, taking the number to 1.2 million. Some estimates put it at
1.4 million. Iran is sought after even more than Pakistan in that the Afghans
find it easy to register themselves as refugees and seek to move to the West.
The new arrivals could reach 500,000. Tajikistan has a small number of about
3,000, likely to touch 10,000.

Women & Human Rights

As they did in their first regime (1996-2001), the Taliban have kept their
women indoors, without work, and girls without much education, not because
they see a challenge from them, but because they claim that their version of
Islam prescribes it. Girls have been barred from attending schools and
universities, even appearing for examinations. Their marginalisation has
indeed been a continuing phenomenon. Reflecting global anguish, Nobel
peace laureate Malala Yousafzai spoke at the closing session of a Pakistan-
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hosted international summit on girls’ education in Muslim communities
around the world, sharply criticising the Afghan Government for imposing
sweeping curbs on Afghan women’s access to education and employment.’

As noted by Abdulkader Sinno of Indiana University, ‘The Taliban’s
decision-making process is opaque to many observers and policymakers in
the West. While the Taliban’s decisions are not necessarily good for
Afghanistan, they do have organizational, doctrinal, and cultural
underpinnings.’ '

Before many countries began their back-to-Afghanistan move in 2024,
the thrust, even at the UN was on human rights. Addressing the UN Human
Rights Council on 15 June 2022, the then UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights stated that Afghanistan was witnessing the “institutionalised,
systematic oppression” of women. Unsurprisingly, on 16 May 2022, the
Taliban authorities announced that they had dissolved Afghanistan’s

independent human rights commission as it was “not deemed necessary”.!!

Sinno offers an explanation/apologia for the Taliban’s determined
resistance to women’s education, one of the main issues with the world
community that has withheld formal diplomatic recognition, stating that
‘banning girls’ education or destroying the Bamiyan Buddhas as a form of
protest may seem self-defeating, but Taliban leaders believe that expressing
disagreement is important even if it comes at a cost.”

Stray street protests by women in Kabul have been beaten back, violently.
Women’s groups are better organised abroad. They vehemently protested at
the invitation sent to Kabul ahead of a major international conference on
Afghanistan hosted by the United Nations. The 30 June—1 July 2024 event
held in Qatar, the women’s bodies said, provided tacit international legitimacy
to the Taliban’s unrecognised and internationally sanctioned government.'* A
year earlier, the Taliban hosted a men-only conference of about 3,500 mostly
clerics and tribal elders from across the country in an apparent bid to
demonstrate their hold on power and domestic legitimacy. The three-day
meeting ‘failed to address thorny issues such as the right of teenage girls to
o to school.”*

On how the Taliban functions, Sinno writes: “The Taliban government in
Kabul plays an important role, but the supreme council in Kandahar, in the
demographic Pashtun hinterland of the Taliban, is the ultimate arbiter in any
decision-making. The secretive Kandahar council, or shura, exists to protect
key leaders from assassination attempts and to provide leadership in case of
another foreign invasion.’"
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Resistance to Taliban

A powerful minister, Khalilur Rahman Haqqqani, who belonged to the
powerful Haqgqani family, was assassinated by a suicide bomb in December
2024. A designated terrorist, he was killed while leaving his ministry office
in Kabul. He is the most high-profile leader to have been killed since the
Taliban took power in 2021. Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) claimed
credit for the assassination.

Relocated from Syria to Afghanistan with its focus on Asia, the ISKP has
posed the most noteworthy challenge so far. It seems unlikely that any threat
could come from the ethnic minorities. According to WorldAtlas (2019
figures), the Pashtun (Pashto) are 42 per cent, Tajik 27 per cent, Uzbek 9 per
cent, Hazara 8 per cent, Aimaq 4 per cent, Turkmen 3 per cent, Balochi
(Baluch) 2 per cent and Other Groups 5 per cent.'® However, these ethnic
minorities remain divided, confined to large pockets in the north and the east,
and are economically the weakest. Any such resistance to the Taliban would
have to be engineered from outside. The Taliban can keep the ethnic
minorities suppressed since even a semblance of resistance, political or
military that existed in the weeks that followed their takeover has worn away.
It would need Russian support. With Moscow warming up to Kabul, prospects
of a Northern Alliance that forged at the turn of the last century regrouping
again seem remote. The alliance was formed at the turn of the century because
of different dynamics, including the US’s need to chase Al Qaida. The Taliban
ensured control over the northern region this time over even before they
captured Kabul. Its revival seems difficult given the Sino-Pak interest in
dominating the Afghan narrative and keeping out others—the Western
powers, Iran, and the Central Asians.

The Taliban’s exclusive and oppressive governance approach and
decisions on women’s education and the veil have left little room for the world
community to intervene. According to a report in the Pakistani daily, The
Express Tribune, that has found no elaboration, ‘at least one dozen countries,
including Pakistan, were on the verge of recognising the Afghan Taliban
government in March [2022] but withheld their decision following the failure
of Kabul’s de facto rulers to fulfil the promises made with the international
community.’!’

“They [Taliban] missed a great opportunity. Around 10 to 12 countries
were actively considering recognising their government in March,” a senior
Pakistani official involved in the process revealed.!®

Thankfully, the Taliban do not talk of democracy since they do not
subscribe to its universally accepted concept. Yet, their desperation for the
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recognition of their government by the international community has remained
the key reason they have so far shied away from implementing their agenda
to the full. For these reasons, they have allowed the presence of former
president Hamid Karzai and also Abdullah, so as not to offend the world
community further. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, the controversial warlord and
former prime minister, has also stayed on. Karzai is forced to stay with his
erstwhile political rival Abdullah, indicating that the two have been rendered
ineffective. Karzai opposed the government diktat on women wearing head-
to-toe “burga” in public.' He also stressed a “national dialogue” as essential
for Afghanistan when he met with United Nations Deputy Chief Amina
Mohammed in Kabul in January 2023.2° However, the Afghan news portal
Hasht-e Subh had a post, calling his role “controversial” and describing him
as ‘A Politician in Search of Influence and Credibility Amid Contradictions

and Illusions’.?! In sum, there is no political opposition to the Taliban today.

Among the worst victims are former lawmakers and officers who worked
in previous regimes and did not try to, or could not leave. As per reports, these
out-of-job officials and journalists with all private outlets closed, who were
relatively well-fed earlier, were seen in the streets selling food as vendors for
earning daily bread.

Leaders like Ahmed Masoud, son of former commander from Panjshir
Ahmed Shah Masoud, and some officials of the Karzai and Ghani
governments shuffle between Iran and other countries, but with little scope,
so far, for building up credible military resistance to the Taliban. Propping up
Masoud’s National Resistance Front (NRF) appears to suit the West. He seeks
to unite the Afghan diaspora. At a conference in Vienna on 16 September
2022, he announced what he called “a new phase” in his effort to seek a
“political” solution and bring the Taliban to the table for talks.*?

The other possible source of challenge, a more potent and long-term, is
from within, especially between the “moderates” based in Kabul and who are
in the government and the “hardliners” in Kandahar who decide the ideology.
But it is unlikely to rock the boat since power keeps everyone together. The
Taliban were never a homogenous group. Reports of fights, including
fisticuffs and gunfire, involving their top leaders, appearing in global media
have been expectedly denied, but are not inconceivable, given their
interpretation of Islam’s tenets and of the gun culture that governs the lives of
the Afghans.

Reports have emerged of the powerful Haqqani leader (of the Haqqani
Network) publicly disagreeing with the top Taliban leadership. Sirajuddin
Haqgani, the Taliban’s powerful acting interior minister, lambasted for the
first time the group’s reclusive spiritual leader for monopolising power and
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damaging their government in Afghanistan. ‘Power monopolization and
defamation of the entire system have become common,” Hagqani said in an
angry speech at the packed graduation ceremony of an Islamic religious
school in the southeastern Khost Province. ‘The situation cannot be tolerated
any longer,” he added, without naming Supreme Leader Haibatullah
Akhundzada directly.?

On dealing with women’s status in society, while the rulers in Kabul were
willing, to quote Sinno, again, ‘It was the Kandahar shura that overruled the
Kabul government’s decision to let girls attend secondary school. Observers
speculate that the dividing line is theological, with the younger and more open
leadership in Kabul being overruled by the ultra-conservative leadership in
Kandahar.’**

The Taliban, as well as the Haqqanis, are wary of threats from their
principal adversaries, the Islamic State—Khorasan Province (ISKP), which
advocates a line that is more radical than the Taliban. These threats have
supposedly prevented the rulers in Kabul from showing any relaxation
towards women.

The Taliban—ISKP tussle is shaping the future course the Kabul rulers
may take. According to an analysis by Vanda Felbab-Brown of Brookings,
‘Afghanistan in 2023 will be shaped by whether or not the Taliban’s supreme
leader, Haibatullah Akhundzada, retains his tight grip on all decision-making.
The second crucial dynamic will be terrorism and militancy. The Taliban is
unlikely to get a better handle on the Islamic State in Khorasan (ISK).’*

The US/ NATO Exit

The US withdrew its forces with the last man leaving, on 30 August 2021. A
fortnight earlier, the Taliban entered Kabul on 15 August, hours after
President Ashraf Ghani fled the country and his government collapsed.
Formations of the Afghan national army and the police swiftly surrendered in
a process that had been underway, even as the US/NATO wound up their
operations. Nobody anticipated this. The Taliban demanded that the
Americans honour the deadline set by the Doha pact.

After much internal debate and as a worried world watched, the Joseph
Biden administration implemented the Doha pact signed in February 2020 by
the Trump administration. Any option to stay on in Afghanistan was ruled out
by the aggressive campaign the Taliban unleashed, capturing one district after
the other, once the Doha Agreement was signed. Unprecedented scenes of
chaos and human misery accompanied the process as thousands thronged the
Hamid Karzai International Airport in Kabul, many climbing on the wings of
the American aircraft, desperately trying to leave the country.
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There was no guarantee of life and safety for the people, including those
who had worked for the Karzai/Ghani regimes, as the evacuation took place
in the most chaotic conditions. Many foreign missions closed their operations,
fearing the worst as had happened when the Mujahideen had entered Kabul
on 27 April 1992, and again when former President Muhammad Najibullah
was caught and killed after the Taliban seized Kabul in September 1996.
History repeated in August 2021, a third time.

Since 30 August 2021, the US has gradually minimised its engagement
with Afghanistan except humanitarian assistance when needed. An
unresolved issue between the US and Afghanistan is that of the $7 billion of
Afghan assets withheld by the US Federal Reserve. In February 2022, the
Biden administration announced a process aimed at letting relatives of victims
of the 9/11 (11 September 2001) terrorist attacks, who have legal claims
against the Taliban, pursue $3.5 billion of those assets. The Taliban had
sheltered Al Qaeda leaders who planned the 11 September attacks during the
Taliban’s previous rule of Afghanistan. This may be legitimate under
American law, but after nearly two decades’ presence in Afghanistan, when
a trillion dollars were spent, this step smacks of pique and pettiness towards
a poor nation, howsoever hostile.

Engaged in reviewing the performances of their respective governments,
American lawmakers have, without a lament, blamed the collapse of the
Ghani Government on the end of the US/NATO military support while the
British lawmakers have blamed ‘“‘systematic failure” to tackle the crisis,
calling out the claims made by the Biden administration. While all this is
factually true, in both these analyses, one discerns frustration at the failure to
claim a victory of the powerful at the hands of the Taliban, a ragtag but well-
armed and highly motivated force.

The Western view as a whole is that quitting Afghanistan was the best
and only option. Individually and collectively, the US and NATO members
failed to see what was coming or were unready to prevent it when the Taliban,
taking the Doha pact as the green signal, launched an offensive in May 2020.
Trump-1, and later, the Biden administration miscalculated that after settling
with the Taliban keeping Kabul out of the Doha pact talks, they could lean on
President Ghani to hold talks with the Taliban, to “share” power with an
advancing, marauding force that he could not match, and that aware of the
take-no-prisoners dynamics that usually operates in Afghanistan, he would
step down when asked. Eventually, not wanting to meet the fate of Najibullah,
Ghani fled, hours before the Taliban fighters entered Kabul.

US Secretary of State in the Trump-1 administration Mike Pompeo
blamed Ghani ‘for failing the US-led peace process and landing his people
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into trouble’. The US wanted Ghani’s negotiations with the Taliban to be a
year-long process that would have led to a peaceful transfer of power in
Kabul. Pompeo said it did not happen because Ghani did not want it to
succeed. Questioned if he had asked Ghani to step down, Pompeo said: ‘Well,
he would think I did but I didn’t. I was incredibly frustrated with President
Ghani.’*® The global media, even the Americans, grudgingly admitted to this
being the outcome of “hubris”.

Beyond the media debates and expert analyses, there has been no official
admission of the flawed, indeed, one-sided, Doha pact that sought little by
way of any commitment from the Taliban representatives who signed it. It
was midwifed after prolonged negotiations by Zalmay Khalilzad, a diplomat
close to Trump. The US only sought assurance that the Taliban would not
attack US interests. There was little by way of verification or an effective
counter, to any violation. The unmistakable political side to this pact was that
Trump wanted it to boost his chances of re-election to the presidency in 2020,
which he eventually lost.

Criticised, the Biden administration displayed a pro-active stance like
killing Al Qaida chief Ayman al-Zawabhiri in a drone strike executed by the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in Kabul, demonstrating “over the
horizon” capability to combat terrorism. Biden himself announced it on 1
August 2022.* The Taliban disputed it, insisting that they found “no
evidence” of the Al Qaida chief dying in the attack. Later, Zabihullah
Mujahid, Taliban spokesman, said, “We have not reached a result yet. There
has been no clear and decisive reason to prove that such an incident happened.
It is still at a level of (the) allegation. We have not received a satisfactory
reason from the US.’?

Afghanistan in US Presidential Election 2024

The evacuation from Afghanistan resurfaced, briefly but prominently, during
the presidential elections debate. Trump attended a Martyrs’ Memorial
Service at the Arlington National Cemetery on 1 September 2024, when he
engaged in fierce debate with his rival Kamala Harris, who called Trump’s
visit to the cemetery “disrespectful” to the dead soldiers. But families of the
13 soldiers, who died during the exit on 26 August 2021, blamed the Biden
administration. Harris responded by alleging, correctly, that Trump, as the
president in February 2020, had tied America to the Doha pact.

Both were right—America’s Afghanistan policy was wrong. Tired of
what had become an expensive stay in men and material, it did not know how
to exit. As President, Obama enforced a “surge” in the military presence. It
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did not work because the Taliban were being supported by Pakistan. Trump
later accused Pakistan of “playing the double game.”

By hindsight, an ill-advised Trump-1 forsook President Ghani’s
government, which the US had been supporting, even sustaining it with funds
and soldiers. He invited the Taliban, designated as a “terror group” by the
United Nations, to Camp David for talks. Encouraged, the Taliban overran
half of Afghanistan. Trump’s negotiators, who pressured Ghani and the
Taliban to reconcile, forgot the basic human traits, strong with the Afghans,
that they would kill each other rather than compromise. Afghanistan has since
been in a lethal limbo.

Trump-1 alone can answer why his administration reduced the American
military presence to just 2,500 combatants and forced Kabul to release from
prison 5,000 of the most dreaded terrorists. Biden could have halted the
process of implementing a flawed Doha pact. But the “Afghanistan fatigue”
had afflicted the American mind by that time. After all, the US had lost 2,459
military personnel, with 20,769 wounded, from October 2001 to August 2021.

Overall, the US, whenever it can take time off from Ukraine and other
preoccupations, may act. But beyond specific targeting of individuals, it
cannot be expected to mount an all-out military operation, as it did in 2001
unless it perceives a direct threat to its interests.

Militancy Hub

The Afghan Taliban appear confident that they can use radical Islam and its
soldiers to suppress the population, host—willingly or otherwise—terror
groups of various hues, and remain in denial. As highlighted in a recently
released UN report, Al Qaeda and the self-styled Islamic State—Khorasan
Province (ISKP) are operating unhindered in Afghanistan.?’ Sirajuddin
Haqqani denied this in the course of his interview with CNN-News18.%°

This has caused a major issue with Pakistan. Even as it wielded
considerable influence, including in the formation of the new government, it
found the Taliban uncooperative on the question of their ties with the TTP. In
his 23 September 2022 address to the UN General Assembly, Pakistan Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif pointed to international concerns that Pakistan
shared about ‘the threat posed by the major terrorist groups operating from
Afghanistan, especially Islamic State, ISIL-K [another name for ISKP] and
TTP [Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan], as well as Al Qaeda, ETIM [East Turkistan
Islamic Movement], and IMU [Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan].”?!

The ISKP is, indeed, the group to watch as Afghanistan goes through its
inward march to nowhere. The ISKP was weakened and reduced to a non-
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entity during the US-backed Ghani Government, but when it saw the power
vacuum and the Afghan Taliban’s internal divisions, it seized the opportunity.
It intensified its recruitment drive, while at the same time transforming its
combat strategy.

When the Afghan Taliban were laying siege after siege to every major
city in the country, there were some major prison breaks. These prison breaks
let out all the deadly terrorists belonging to the ISKP and Al Qaeda, who had
been apprehended by the Ghani Government with effort and the use of state
resources. Later, to the Taliban’s surprise, the ISKP carried out a suicide
bomb blast in the Hamid Karzai International Airport in Kabul, when Afghan
people and foreigners were leaving the country in frenzy. The ISKP’s intent
to oppose the Taliban regime was clear. Transnational militant groups were
indeed operating in Afghanistan even as the US/NATO military machine
maintained a heavy footprint in that country. But like the Russians in the
1980s, they retained a presence in Kabul and were confined to their military
bases.

There are legitimate fears that if the Taliban weaken for reasons discussed
above, Afghanistan will again become a hotbed of international terrorism.
One indication is the reported presence of Jaish-e-Muhammad (JeM) chief
Masood Azhar. Pakistan claims that he is in Afghanistan, which Kabul
denied.* There was likely a tacit understanding between Islamabad and
Kabul. The latter kept its militants away each time the Financial Action Task
Force (FATF) came calling to check Pakistan’s performance in preventing
terror financing through money laundering. The tacit arrangement has
crumbled since the two sides have been clashing over TTP. Afghan
Information Minister Khairullah Khairkhwa called the TTP “guests” and
assured support to its members in an interview.*

India-Pakistan in Afghanistan

When India made urgent efforts to rush medicine and food supplies, Pakistan
prevaricated and then relented by allowing the Afghan vehicles to collect
Indian supplies. It required a visit by the Taliban foreign minister to
Islamabad and seek personal intervention of Prime Minister Imran Khan. It
was a one-off concession but Islamabad insisted and caused further delays.
All, this while Pakistan keeps appealing to the world community to rush
humanitarian aid to Afghanistan.

India has long lived with the myth that it can leverage the US to keep
Pakistan under check in Afghanistan. At no stage did the US forsake Pakistan
which has been its ally, even while Washington under Trump-1 harshly
criticised Islamabad for double-crossing. Hoping to return to the Afghan
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theatre, the US has repeatedly supported, in the name of fighting terrorism,
Pakistan in its effort to resolve problems with Kabul over the TTP’s
operations staged from the Afghan territory.

The US hands now get further tied seeing Pakistan getting closer to a
China that is advancing its interests in Afghanistan. Beijing has been pushing
the idea of the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) being extended to
Afghanistan as the “China—Afghanistan Economic Corridor.” This explains
why the US under Trump-1 earlier and later under Biden, from time to time
urged regional stakeholders in Afghanistan to unite to do their bit. While such
a thing may be desirable from an American standpoint, it completely ignores
the strategic stakes and rivalries among the regional powers, a complex
process in which the US itself is a player. While promoting development that
helps the Afghan people, India has consistently declined, even wriggled out
of delicate diplomatic situations, to put its boots on the Afghan soil, save to
protect its mission.

The Afghan Taliban do not acknowledge it, but use the TTP as leverage
against Pakistan. This has become a major bone of contention for the military
and the policy planners in Pakistan. Formed in 2007 to replace the Pakistan
Government with an Islamic Caliphate, the TTP finds ideological brotherhood
with the Afghan Taliban. Its clout has increased manifolds since the latter
returned to power in Kabul in a campaign in which 6,500 TTP fighters
participated, with a nod from the Imran Khan government. The TTP is
assessed as the largest group of foreign terrorists in Afghanistan. Utilising its
ideological affinity with the new Kabul rulers and using Afghan soil, it has
been staging violent operations in Pakistan with impunity. It is dominating
the tribal belt on the Af-Pak border defying the Pakistani security forces.

Pakistan’s TTP problem was serious before the Taliban regained power
in Kabul, but has grown exponentially upsetting Islamabad’s calculations of
having a “friendly” government on its western border. In January 2021, Maj
Gen Babar Iftikhar, then director general of Inter-Services Public Relations
(ISPR), stated that 83,000 civilians and soldiers were killed in the fight against
terrorism, costing Pakistan US$ 126 billion.** Since August 2021, the
increased TTP-led insurgent violence has killed more than 1,500 people in
Pakistan. In 2023 alone, more than 500 Pakistanis, mostly security forces, had
died in militant attacks. They included at least 220 soldiers and officers,
according to official data quoted by the Voice of America in its September
2023 report. In December 2024, the New York Times listed over 1,400
casualties.

This has impacted Pakistan on many fronts besides destabilising the tribal
belt on the Af-Pak border. With its economy in dire straits, Pakistan is further
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hit by the flight of American dollars to dollar-starved Afghanistan. Traders
and others bring in as much as $5 million a day.*® Illicit flows help
Afghanistan but hurt Pakistan’s economy. The TTP has developed bases in
Afghanistan’s border areas. Reports in Pakistan media allege that the Afghan
rulers have provided access to the TTP fighters to military equipment left
behind by the American forces.

In December 2021 and again in December 2022, the TTP unilaterally
ended the ceasefire pact reached with the Pakistan Government that was
brokered by the Afghan Taliban and stepped up its activity. TTP’s principal
demand is that the Pakistan Government annul the merger of the tribal areas
and withdraw the army. All efforts by Islamabad to get Kabul to act to evict
the TTP cadres and/or at least, persuade them to hold peace talks have failed.
The militant groups as an escape routine move to Afghanistan whenever
pursued by the Pakistani authorities and Kabul, more than ever before, denies
their presence.

The Afghan Taliban consider the TTP and its activities as Pakistan’s
domestic issues and ask Islamabad to fend for itself. This, in essence,
underlines the failure of Pakistan’s plans to have a friendly regime in Kabul
that would help curb militancy, leaving alone its aspirations of such a

government allowing strategic depth against other neighbours, especially
India.

The report of the UN Security Council (UNSC) 1988 Taliban sanctions
committee also underscored the presence of other terror outfits, particularly
the TTP, in the Taliban-led regime. ‘TTP has arguably benefitted the most of
all the foreign extremist groups in Afghanistan from the Taliban takeover. It
has conducted numerous attacks and operations in Pakistan. The TTP also
continues to exist as a stand-alone force,” the report said as it estimated the
number of TTP fighters to be ‘several thousand’. ‘The group [TTP] is
estimated to consist of 3,000 to 4,000 armed fighters located along the east
and south-east Afghanistan-Pakistan border areas,’ the report added.*

The threat to the Taliban regime from ISKP is serious. In its article
published in December 2021, the South China Morning Post stated:

A fast-escalating wave of terrorist attacks in Afghanistan and Pakistan
by the regional chapter of Islamic State (Isis) suggests the jihadist
group is methodically exploiting political opportunities to establish
itself as the pre-eminent resistance to the Taliban regime in Kabul and
its allies in Pakistan.

Since the departure of United States-led forces from Afghanistan in
August, Islamic State Khorasan (Isis—K) has waged a terrorist
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campaign in Kabul and guerilla [sic] warfare against Taliban forces in
most provinces bordering Pakistan.’’

Friends Turns Adversaries

While chaos caused by political and economic instability in Afghanistan dog
the world, for the Taliban, the new situation points to ideological differences
with Pakistan, their principal benefactor on matters of faith. Taliban
spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid questioned Pakistan’s democratic framework
during a television interview when he stated: ‘The political structure in
Pakistan does not reflect the Islamic system. Their religious law does not
allow for that system to operate. Religion is unimportant to them; only growth
is vital.”*

The Taliban’s relations with Pakistan are also intertwined with Islamist
militancy in the region. They have enjoyed ideological proximity with other
Sunni extremist groups that have used the difficult-to-govern border area that
straddles both sides. Besides proscribed-but-active Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT)
and JeM, they include the TTP, easily the most formidable. This underscores
the continued, and more complex, presence of the Afghan factor in Pakistan’s
internal affairs that goes well beyond the refugees’ influx, the movement of
drugs and arms, and the smuggling of goods at the expense of Pakistani
traders.

The Afghanistan—Pakistan hiatus has persisted ever since the latter’s birth
in 1947, despite religious and cultural ties and Kabul’s dire need for access to
the outside world through Pakistan. Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry, a former
Pakistan Foreign Secretary, has lamented over how a Pakistan victory over
Afghanistan in a cricket match at Sharjah led to violence. He wondered why
“A majority of Afghans are bitter about Pakistan.” He faulted the way
Afghanistan as a nation has looked upon Pakistan since the latter’s birth, and
also the current Pakistan policy towards Kabul. He advocated a hands-off
policy, resolving all issues through talks and promoting bilateral and
economic cooperation. There was no hint of strategic interests, or of any
warmth in the ties that began souring even before the year 2021 ended, with
border skirmishes on the ground. Its many expectations from a group it hosted
for two decades and helped return to power belied, Pakistan is experiencing
what can be called “Afghanistan fatigue.” It has no alternative but to live with
the neighbour.*

The disappointment is particularly acute in the Taliban’s failure to
“deliver” on the TTP. The Dawn in its editorial wrote:

Regional states—specifically Pakistan, Iran, China, Russia, and the
Central Asian states—must individually and collectively put pressure
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on the Taliban to not allow Afghanistan to once more become a global
base for terrorism. Instead of the flawed military adventurism
undertaken by the Western bloc, regional states and the international
community must warn the Taliban that trade and diplomatic ties will
be impossible if groups like Al Qaeda, IS and the TTP continue to find
shelter in their country.*

History: Disputed Durand Line

For all the help and nurturing they received from Pakistan, the Taliban remain
dogged in their refusal to recognise the British-era Durand Line that forms the
disputed international border with Pakistan. The Taliban 1.0 (1996-2001)
refused it and the new Taliban government is also firm about it.

Barely four months in power, Taliban soldiers exchanged mortar fire with
the Pakistan Rangers guarding the border in eastern Nangarhar Province in
December 2021. The Afghans destroyed the border fence being laid by the
Pakistani personnel. The local Taliban official threatened “a war” if the
Pakistanis persisted. According to Afghan news outlet The Khama Press,
Pakistani soldiers unleashed artillery on the Kunar Province following the
incident in Nangarhar Province’s Gushta area. At the border near Chaman
across Kandahar, seven Pakistanis died and 31 were injured.*' Such incidents
have recurred in the following years, with Pakistan frequently closing the
border at Torkham.

Created as a separate “homeland” for the Muslims of the Indian
Subcontinent, but as many historians say, as part of the British imperial design
in South and West Asia, Pakistan was born in 1947 with twin border disputes.
Its forces’ invasion of Jammu and Kashmir within two months of its birth
ended in a stalemate and has remained the cause of four wars with India. The
dispute with Afghanistan was over the Durand Line. Afghanistan sought to
meet the new entity with hostility by being the only country to oppose
Pakistan’s membership in the UN. The dispute has persisted through the
intervening seven decades plus. The stand of Taliban 2.0, the current Afghan
regime, remains the same.

The reason for this has been overlooked by the big powers and the
stakeholders in Afghanistan. The arbitrarily drawn line—that began on a map
and a red pen and was formalised on the ground later to Kabul’s
disadvantage—cuts through the heart of the Pashtun populace, sowing seeds
of mistrust and hatred and divided political loyalties between two adversarial
regimes. Named after Sir Mortimer Durand, the foreign secretary of imperial
India, this invisible yet powerful cartographical reality has defined the
westernmost frontier of undivided India and formed the core of the
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Afghanistan—Pakistan territorial issues. It has not allowed the Pashtun issue
to be settled.

In his book, Durand’s Curse: A Line Across the Pathan Heart, former
Indian diplomat Rajiv Dogra sums up its impact best by recording a comment
by Khan Abdul Wali Khan. When asked about his identity, Wali Khan, son
of the legendary Frontier Gandhi, Abdul Ghaffar Khan, said, he was, ‘a six-
thousand-year-old Pashtun, a thousand-year-old Muslim and a twenty-seven-
year-old Pakistani’.** The Afghanistan—Pakistan border clashes began in 1949
and have recurred from time to time with varying intensity. They did not
change with Pakistan playing the proxy for the Western powers against the
Soviet Union and with its double game of fighting terror alongside the West
and nurturing the Taliban at the same time in the last two decades.

For all the complexities that the world is grappling to deal with, the
Taliban are essentially Pashtun. Given the Afghan desire to reunite the
Pakhtuns or Pashtuns, they are unlikely to change now.

Dealing with Taliban

The world is confronted by the dilemma of having to deal with a group that it
has disapproved of, was sanctioned by the UN for its violent ways, and was
once ousted from power. Significantly, however, the Taliban are designated
individually, but not as a group.

History has perceived the Afghans as a proud people. But the last four
decades as the playground of the big powers has changed much with 47 per
cent of Afghans unable to secure two square meals. There are no estimates of
those dying due to hunger, lack of medical attention and other causes. The
Taliban appear hopeful that the world will come around to help each time
there is a natural disaster. Taliban also seem confident that many of the
governments that are officially critical of the ways they rule their country will
come around, unofficially and through their business enterprises. Afghanistan
has considerable natural wealth that remains unexplored. They have
approached China to resume exploring copper and think that other nations
will join in through proxies to have a share of the Afghan economic pie and
also, to keep the Chinese presence under check.

Compulsions to prevent Afghanistan’s economic collapse have come to
heavily influence the world community’s approach. There is a serious
dichotomy in the way the world expects the Taliban to govern and render
humanitarian aid, without formally recognising the new government. 97 per
cent of its people do not get enough to eat. Not doing so could lead to a major
humanitarian catastrophe.
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As was evident in the 2021 year-end debate and voting at the UNSC, the
emphasis of the group led by China—Russia was more on delivering aid,
without pressing a timeline for political reforms. The latter approach suits the
Taliban, their benefactors like China and Pakistan, and in general, the Muslim
nations for whom political reforms matter much less. For the latter, with the
growing perception of Islamophobia in the West, that the Taliban are
distorting and even betraying Islam does not seem to matter. Thus, the fault
lies in both camps.

Options for India

As one of the major investors in Afghanistan’s development, India has earned
goodwill, especially during 2002-2021. It has taken patient waiting and
several months of effort for India to get around the Taliban leaders, most of
them sheltered in Pakistan for many years. The only contact it had in 2021
was Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai, the Deputy Minister of Foreign
Affairs, who had trained in India as a young army officer. It took India almost
a year of effort to speak to Sirajuddin Haqqani, the Interior Minister. Hagqani
spoke to Indian television channel CNN-News18 when he appealed to India
and Pakistan to resolve outstanding issues coming in the way of reopening
trade avenues in the region. He welcomed Indian development assistance.*

India has responded positively with projects. How far India can deploy
personnel to work there on its projects seems doubtful because of the
precarious security situation. Yet, working with the Taliban regime now
accords it a key advantage that it is doing business with a force that had in the
past hurt its interests.

India’s capacity to manoeuvre is and shall remain limited—
notwithstanding the goodwill among the Afghan people and its investments
in their development. By similar logic, Pakistan, despite a measure of hostility
among the Afghan people, will retain an advantage over India, as it has a
common border unlike India, and is Afghanistan’s principal source of goods
and of access to the sea. That geography cannot be changed.

Indian success in the two decades, that is 2001-2021, in the form of US$
3 billion investments in projects and in Afghan goodwill, besides its pro-
active diplomacy, in effect, depended upon the US/NATO presence. Karzai
and Ghani visited India frequently with their wish lists, although the Indian
response was circumscribed by its interests, limitations, and caution not to
over-reach in a terrain where the Haqqani network and militant groups
sponsored by Pakistan’s ISI were and remain strong.

India would need to revise its plans under the new circumstances where
the Taliban are keen to cooperate, whether to have Indian projects, but on
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their own terms. Given the fluid security situation on the ground, it would
require very high determination and diplomatic and security considerations
for India to resume its presence the way it had earlier.

But it must wait and watch with the rest of the community—perhaps,
longer, given the Pakistan factor—before it can gain more than a diplomatic
toehold in Kabul under the Taliban dispensation. India did not have friends
even when the Russians left and waited for its opportunity to reach out to the
new rulers. It will have to, and can, do so again.

Pakistan may regain, for now at least, the Afghan market that it lost in
recent years to India and China. Whether or not Pakistan gains “strategic
depth” with the Taliban in power in Afghanistan, it can certainly gain some
“commercial depth” now that the transportation of Indian goods via the sea
and airlifts from Delhi to Kabul have been limited.

India has to stay economically and commercially relevant in the region.
It needs to revitalise the Chabahar Port with Iran to retain access to
Afghanistan and Central Asia. Here, Uzbekistan is crucial for India’s plans to
boost connectivity. The three have formed a trilateral working group on the
joint use of Chabahar.

Being identified with the US in the South Asian region where the US has
just ended its military presence poses a short and medium-term challenge for
India. Much will depend upon how the Trump administration (2025-2029)
looks at Afghanistan and the region. A return of the military presence seems
most unlikely, it will need India’s cooperation to promote development as it
did from 2002-2021. The challenge here will be to keep its uneasy co-
existence with Pakistan which would also be ready to be wooed by Trump.
The situation is too complex to be analysed, how Trump would want to
contain China’s presence in the Af-Pak region. India’s equations with China
are unlikely to change, though. China, which does not favour it and is a firm
Pakistan ally, emerging as the strongest regional power, poses India with its
major, long-term challenge, in Afghanistan.

Since Afghanistan being ruled by the Taliban is a fait accompli, the only
way of meeting this challenge squarely could well be by responding to the
Taliban’s overtures and without recognising their regime, start dealing with
their government, to guard India’s national interest.

Whatever the equations within the camps and among the camps of
stakeholders in Afghanistan, all must fight the common enemy: terrorism, and
the narcotics that finance it.
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Afghanistan Again Under Taliban:
Present Imperfect, Future Uncertain

Ashok Behuria

The Taliban came, they saw, they conquered. This is how one can describe
the Taliban entry into Kabul on 15 August 2021. The forces of the Kabul
government, funded, trained, equipped and enabled by the most powerful
nations of the world led by the US just melted away offering zero resistance,
as if some invisible (and still unknown) deal was struck between the Taliban
and the US on the one hand and the Kabul government and the Taliban on the
other.

The successful return of the Taliban came after a year and half of the
agreement signed at Doha (in February 2020), which the Americans struck
with the Taliban, wherein the latter committed themselves to good behaviour.!
Interestingly, the US signed this agreement with ‘the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan which [was] not recognized by the United States as a state and
[was] known as the Taliban.’?

It was hard to imagine that the US would look away from its friends and
associates in Kabul and finally decide to end its experiment of almost two
decades to rebuild Afghanistan as a democratic state. After February 2020,
however, it was clear that the US had given up on Afghanistan and was
fashioning an honourable exit, notwithstanding the American hesitation to
recognise the Taliban as the “Islamic Emirate”. Even as the US Congress
instituted a bipartisan Afghanistan War Commission in December 2021 ‘to
conduct a comprehensive review of key decisions’ taken by the US from June
2001 to August 2021,% basically do a forensic study of its failure in
Afghanistan, the Taliban revelled at their success and a sense of euphoria
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overwhelmed the Islamist radical groups of all hues in the region and beyond.
This was visible in the Daesh suicide attack on the Kabul Airport, 11 days
after the Taliban overran Kabul, that killed around 183 people including 13
US armed personnel. The US’s helplessness was evident in the fact that it was
in no mood to reconsider its decision to leave Afghanistan to the Taliban, even
in the face of such early backlash. The liberal democratic constituency that
the US and its allies had invested in was left to the mercy of the very
regressive force that they had so fervently desired to replace.

All this was happening in the days following the pandemic that had
ravaged the entire world. With the departure of the US, the aid and assistance
that Afghanistan enjoyed over the years also dried up very fast. The US has
since tied its doles to demonstration of good behaviour by the Taliban. Things
have panned out in such a manner ever since that the Afghans are being visited
by a chronic humanitarian crisis that is only being marginally addressed by
show of bare charity by some of the developed countries in the world.

In this context, it is useful to analyse the state-of-affairs in the war-
ravaged Afghanistan and its implications for India, the region and the world.

Return of the Taliban and the Situation on the Ground

It has been three and a half years since the Taliban returned to power. Much
water has flown down the Kabul River since then. The Taliban have not
behaved as moderately as they were expected to. Reports from the UN and
other sources paint a rather unflattering picture of Afghanistan under the
Taliban.

Status of Women

With the suspension of the 2004 Afghan Constitution, women’s rights are no
longer protected by law. Moreover, the Taliban have disbanded Afghanistan
Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) and the Ministry of
Women’s Affairs (MoWA). The directives issued by the Taliban have
impacted the life of the girls and women adversely. Soon after their return,
the Taliban shut down secondary schools for girls in 24 out of 34 provinces
that put a stop to education for about 850,000 girls. Apart from this, it is now
mandatory for women to wear hijab, stay at home unless it is absolutely
necessary to go out, and travel outside only if accompanied by a male
member. They cannot wear coloured attire and their family members would
be held responsible for their conduct.* A report by Amnesty International on
22 July 2023 said that since the Taliban took control, they had ‘violated
women’s and girls’ rights to education, work and free movement; decimated
the system of protection and support for those fleeing domestic violence;
detained women and girls for minor violations of discriminatory rules; and
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contributed to a surge in the rates of child, early and forced marriage in
Afghanistan.””

They have arrested women human rights activists and stopped women
from attending universities and issued a directive to non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) to stop their female staff from working in their
concerns. Women-led businesses that used to employ a large number of
women have been closed. Women have been ejected from the justice system.
A fair number of women working in bureaucracy and the judicial system have
been asked to stay home. The Taliban interim foreign minister obliquely
referred to the criticism of such policies in an article in Al Jazeera in March
2023 saying that ‘internal affairs’ have been ‘misconceived or misconstrued,’
and there was a need to paint an ‘accurate picture of the values and needs of
Afghanistan’ based on the ‘religious and cultural sensibilities’ of Afghan
society which ‘require a cautious approach.” Failure to maintain a ‘proper
equilibrium, pertaining to such sensibilities’ has led to ‘serious difficulties’ in
the past and they have drawn their own lessons from history, he would argue.5

State of Economy

On the economic front, Afghanistan is facing ‘intersecting economic and
humanitarian crises.’” This is partly because of multiple reasons but mainly
because of the withdrawal of international assistance after Taliban’s return
and pegging their help to demonstration of good behaviour by the Taliban. In
the financial year the Taliban came to power (2020-21), the gross domestic
product per capita income dropped by 34 per cent. The Central Bank of
Afghanistan under the Taliban has been cut off from the international banking
system and the US would not let it access its assets including foreign currency
reserves. The cumulating adverse impact of US sanctions on the Taliban, the
after-shocks of the pandemic, the tremors of the Ukraine war and
mismanagement of political-economy by the Taliban have led to a severe
economic crisis with debilitating impact on the ongoing humanitarian crisis
leading to multiple problems of severe food shortage, malnutrition, infant-
mortality, and starvation.

The Taliban do not consider themselves responsible for these crises and
have claimed that they had inherited ‘a collapsed narco-state, with an emptied
treasury, unpaid bills, millions of drug addicts, rampant corruption, universal
poverty and unemployment and a stagnant economy.’® The Taliban foreign
minister cited above would rather say that they are trying their best to
“Afghanise” all sectors of governance and taking steps to ‘disentangle
Afghanistan from the crippling reliance on foreign aid—which defined the
political setup of the past decades’ and they would follow a foreign policy



202 Afghanistan under Taliban

based on equality and respect avoiding ‘entanglement in global and regional
rivalries.”

Security Situation

The Taliban would claim that since their return the security situation has
improved. In fact, the Taliban were the principal actors engaging in attacks
on the previous government and therefore it was natural that the level of
violence would come down. Data from independent sources would also prove
that. From the table given below from South Asian Terrorism Portal it is clear
that incidents of violence came down sharply from 1180 in 2021 to 406 in
2024 with the number of deaths also going down from 8469 in 2021 to 856 in
2024 and there is a continuous decline in numbers since 2021.

Table 1: Yearly Terrorist Incidents and Fatalities in Afghanistan

Year Incidents of Civilians | Security Terrorists/ Not Total
Killing Forces Insurgents/  Specified
Extremists
2018 1788 1284 1557 11883 137 14861
2019 1723 817 728 10634 6 12185
2020 1156 847 1217 5529 86 7679
2021 1180 1122 788 6386 173 8469
2022 416 657 0 83 913 1653
2023 268 290 0 75 136 501
2024 406 206 0 29 621 856
2025 54 14 0 3 138 155
Total* 6991 5237 4290 34622 2210 46359

* Data till 15 March 2025.

Source: Datasheet—Afghanistan: Yearly Fatalities, South Asia Terrorism Portal, Institute for
Conflict Management, New Delhi, Last updated 15 March 2025, at https://satp.org/datasheet-
terrorist-attack/fatalities/afghanistan (Accessed 17 March 2025).

This, however, may not be the whole picture. Afghanistan continues to be
in the throes of violence, although on a reduced scale, with a more virulent
Islamist outfit called Islamic State—Khorasan (IS-K) defying the Taliban’s
call for peace and launching attacks on the minority Shia population. The
Taliban have taken measures to stop such violence, which does not show any
sign of abating soon. Intra-Afghan differences and lack of consensus on the
nature of government in Afghanistan has perhaps added to Taliban’s
ambivalence about launching an all-out offensive against the IS-K and allied
forces. It is believed that there are elements within the Taliban empathising
with the IS-K, which is inhibiting their efforts to rein in these forces.
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Taliban Divided?

There are reports of three groups within the Taliban, that is, the moderates
(the politicians) led by Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, the extremists (Haqqani
group; the fighters), led by Sirajuddin Haqqani, who is the acting interim
minister and the conservatives (the mullahs) led by Haibatullah Akhundzada,
who are the decision makers. What unites them is their zeal for establishing
an Islamic system of governance, while they differ in the methods to be used
to achieve such goal. The Taliban are Pashtun dominated and this is very
clearly visible in the all-male predominantly Pashtun interim government,
which lasts till date. The moderates who negotiated the deal with the
Americans have been relegated to the position of ‘deputies’ while the cabinet
berths went mostly to the Haqqani group, known for its alliance with the al
Qaeda and for harbouring the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). The
conservatives under Mullah Akhundzada have tried to maintain their
leadership in concert with these two forces—the moderates and the
extremists. This is not to deny that they do have consensus, howsoever fragile,
over their approach to the women and the minorities. That is the reason why
the Tajiks, Uzbeks and the Hazaras are almost absent from the corridors of
power.

The Taliban are unapologetic about their non-inclusive policy, despite
their profession earlier of initiating an intra-Afghan dialogue. This is a fault
line that is waiting to explode in case the economic situation does not
improve. However, they may not have been entirely unfazed by the fact that
their government remains unrecognised, even by the very powers that backed
their return, that is, Pakistan, China, Russia, Iran and Turkey. All these
countries are worried about the adverse impact of Afghanistan labouring
under the Taliban refusing to moderate itself on their security. Pakistan is
worried about the sudden surge in attacks by TTP operating from Afghan soil
especially because the Taliban have not responded to its request to initiate
action against them. The Russians and the Chinese, exploring newer areas of
convergence between them in the backdrop of the Ukraine war, are not too
eager to step in and help the Taliban tide over the crises they are facing in
Afghanistan.

Seeking Recognition without Moderation

The Taliban have come to a stage where they have started seeking
international recognition and expressing their willingness to work with the
US and the international community. However, they are still not prepared to
form an inclusive government and grant freedom to women and minorities as
per international norms and practices. They do not wish to be seen to be
succumbing to pressures from outside to moderate themselves. In the face of
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a more extremist force emerging in the horizon in the shape of the IS-K, the
Taliban may not change its conservative agenda at all. At the same time, its
main endeavour would be to avoid getting embroiled in any such
controversial attack on the US and the West (like in the case of 9/11) that
would incur their wrath again compelling them to take summary action
against the Taliban like they did in 2001. They are likely to operate under the
tolerance threshold of the international community precluding the possibility
of any armed action against them in future. The people of Afghanistan, used
to subsistence-level existence for a long time, are also unlikely to come out
openly in a popular protest against the Taliban. Given these possibilities, the
Taliban are likely to stay quarantined within Afghanistan while the women
and the minorities are doomed to a second-class status in the state.

Implications for India and the Region

There was a genuine fear in India that Afghanistan returning to Taliban rule
would be a bad proposition because Pakistan was likely to retain its influence
over them, which it could use against India like it had done in the past during
the previous stint the Taliban had in Afghanistan (1996-2001). However, that
has not happened so far, although some reports of India-focused jihadi groups
raising their terror training camp in Afghanistan came out in the Indian media
subsequent to the return of the Taliban. However, Pakistani predicament on
account of intensified attacks by the TTP is there for all to see.

Pakistan Stumped

Pakistan has found itself in an uncomfortable situation because it has now
faced multiple attacks by TTP who are supposedly given a long rope by the
Afghan Taliban. Pakistani requests in this regard, seeking Taliban’s
intervention against TTP, have largely fallen on deaf ears. This has, in a way,
balanced the strategic threat India and Pakistan are facing separately from a
Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. The Taliban action in February 2023,'
resulting in the killing of Ejaz Ahmed Ahanger, an IS-K operative in Kunar
of Kashmiri origin, responsible for planning multiple attacks on Indians and
Indian facilities in Afghanistan, as well as the Taliban expression of intent to
have good relationship with India, has irked Pakistan. It should, however, not
mean that Pakistan and the Taliban have turned into eternal enemies of each
other. However, the strain in the relations is quite visible and the Taliban’s
intransigence to act against the TTP continues to define the relationship.
Pakistan has even taken measures that denote its displeasure with the Taliban
since 2023. One of these is the decision to expel Afghan refugees on the
pretext that they were security threats to Pakistan.
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In fact, in October 2023, the Pakistan Government unveiled a strategy to
deport what it called “foreign nationals™ lacking valid visas or those who had
exceeded their visa duration by more than one year. These so called “foreign
nationals” meant Afghans residing in Pakistan without legal documentation.
The United Nations estimated that approximately 3.8 million Afghans were
present in Pakistan at the time the deportation announcement was made, while
Pakistani officials suggested the figure could be as high as 4.4 million.
Afghans represented 98 per cent of the foreign national population in the
country. By January 2025, more than 813,300 individuals had returned to
Afghanistan. The Pakistan Government attributed the mass deportations to a
rise in crime and violence, including incidents of suicide attacks. However,
the turn of events suggested that there were political motivations behind such
abrupt deportations, suggesting that the Pakistan Army aimed to compel the
Taliban to heed Pakistani request and rein in the TTP.

Engagement India-style

Following the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021, India’s
interaction with the regime and the nation has progressed through a pragmatic,
careful, and cautious strategy of gradual engagement. This transformation
underscores India’s strategic imperative to preserve its influence in
Afghanistan, protect national security, counter regional adversaries such as
Pakistan and China, and respond to humanitarian issues—all while managing
the ethical and diplomatic complexities associated with engaging an
unrecognised, authoritarian government.

The overthrow of the US-backed Afghan government by the Taliban on
15 August 2021 was perceived widely in India as a considerable setback. With
an investment exceeding $3 billion in various development initiatives—such
as the Salma Dam, the Afghan Parliament building, and the Delaram—Zaran;j
highway—India had established robust relationships with the Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan, particularly under the leadership of Hamid Karzai
and Ashraf Ghani. The resurgence of the Taliban disrupted two decades of
soft power diplomacy that aimed to counteract Pakistan’s influence and foster
a stable, amicable neighbour.

As the Taliban consolidated their hold, India promptly evacuated its
diplomatic personnel from Kabul and shuttered its embassy and consulates,
including those in Kandahar and Mazar-i-Sharif. On 31 August 2021, India
engaged in its first official dialogue with the Taliban when Ambassador to
Qatar, Deepak Mittal, met with Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanekzai, the head
of the Taliban’s political office in Doha, at India’s embassy. This meeting,
initiated by the Taliban, centred on the safety of Indian citizens and sought
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assurances that Afghan territory would not be utilised for anti-India terrorism,
reminiscent of concerns stemming from the 1999 IC-814 hijacking during the
Taliban’s earlier governance. Subsequently, India suspended Afghan visas,
including those for students and medical patients, indicating a significant
withdrawal from active involvement.

India did not, however, completely sever its ties with Afghanistan
following its withdrawal. Confronted with a deepening humanitarian crisis—
intensified by drought, economic disintegration, and the exit of the US
forces—India initiated a programme of assistance. In December 2021, it
dispatched 1.6 tonnes of medical supplies, followed by 2,500 metric tonnes
of wheat in early 2022, which was transported through Pakistan and delivered
to the World Food Programme in Afghanistan. This represented a transition
to a humanitarian-focused strategy, allowing India to avoid direct support for
the Taliban while fostering goodwill among the Afghan populace. By June
2022, India cautiously moved towards re-engagement. A delegation led by
J.P. Singh, who then headed the Pakistan—Afghanistan—Iran (or PAI) division
in the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) of India, travelled to Kabul to
supervise the distribution of humanitarian aid following a devastating
earthquake in Khost and Paktika provinces. Singh’s meeting with Taliban’s
Acting Foreign Minister Muttaqi marked the first official visit since the
Taliban’s takeover. That same month, India reopened its embassy in Kabul
with a “Technical Team” to facilitate aid coordination, indicating a pragmatic
approach to collaborating with the current authorities without granting formal
recognition. This approach stood in stark contrast to India’s outright rejection
of the Taliban during their previous rule from 1996 to 2001, when it had
shown its predilection for the Northern Alliance.

India’s involvement in Afghanistan evolved cautiously throughout 2022
and 2023, striking a balance between humanitarian assistance and security
concerns. New Delhi voiced its apprehension regarding the Taliban’s ban on
women’s university education in December 2022, which was in line with UN
Security Council Resolution 2593, adopted during India’s presidency in 2021,
advocating for inclusivity and human rights. Nevertheless, a pragmatic
approach had started shaping India’s policy by then.

India continued to provide aid, including the delivery of 50,000 metric
tonnes of wheat, 500,000 COVID-19 vaccine doses, and winter clothing,
while also engaging with the Taliban to prevent the use of Afghan territory
by groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammed, which pose
threats to India. In 2023, India took part in regional discussions involving the
Taliban, including the January 2023 Regional Cooperation Initiative meeting
in Kabul, where the head of its technical team spoke alongside representatives
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from China, Russia, and Pakistan. This participation underscored India’s
intention to maintain its relevance in Afghan matters amid the increasing
influence of China, exemplified by Beijing’s ambassador being stationed in
Kabul since September 2023. By November 2023, India permitted diplomats
appointed by the Taliban to assume control of abandoned Afghan consulates
in Mumbai and Hyderabad, a pragmatic measure aimed at addressing the
needs of the Afghan community without extending official recognition.

The most significant escalation in engagement with the Taliban came in
2024 and early 2025, driven by deteriorating Taliban—Pakistan ties and
India’s strategic recalibration. Pakistan’s December 2024 airstrikes on alleged
TTP hideouts in Afghanistan’s Paktika Province—killing dozens and
prompting Taliban retaliation—created an opening for India. Islamabad’s
fraying influence over Kabul, once a Taliban patron, contrasted with India’s
warming ties.

On 8 January 2025, Indian Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri met Taliban’s
Acting Foreign Minister Muttaqi in Dubai—the highest-level bilateral
engagement since 2021. Misri, the MEA’s top official, signalled India’s intent
to elevate relations. The meeting covered:

e Trade via Chabahar: Both sides agreed to boost trade through Iran’s
Chabahar port, which India has developed to bypass Pakistan,
reducing Kabul’s dependence on Karachi and Gwadar.

® Humanitarian and Development Aid: India pledged further support
for health and refugee rehabilitation, with plans for new
development projects—reviving its pre-2021 role as a major donor.

o Security Assurances: The Taliban reiterated their commitments not
to harbour anti-India groups, addressing New Delhi’s core concern.

e (ricket Ties: Leveraging the sport’s popularity in both nations, India
proposed closer ties in this field.

The statement issued by the Taliban following the meeting referred to India
as a “significant regional and economic partner,” suggesting Kabul’s intention
to expand its alliances beyond Pakistan. The MEA highlighted India’s
continued assistance and prospective initiatives, reaffirming its position of
non-recognition while simultaneously strengthening practical relations.

Be that as it may, India’s bid to supply humanitarian assistance and
upgrade its contact with Afghanistan are interpreted in the media by domestic
observers as steps in the right direction, especially since these are guided by
political realism rather than retributive diplomacy. It is interesting to find such
baby-steps being taken by all countries helping Afghanistan avert the danger
of a humanitarian catastrophe while there is absolutely no stomach for cutting
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some slack on the issue of recognising the Taliban without them honouring
their own commitments incorporated in the Doha agreement on issues of
inclusive government and the rights of minorities and women.

Menacing IS-K, Resurgent Al Qaeda

In the meanwhile, the Taliban have demonstrated some resolve for fighting
out the IS-K and there have been several arrests and killings to this effect.
Since a lot of these elements come from the ranks of the Taliban, and the
Taliban—IS-K confrontation could degenerate into a fratricidal war, there is a
possibility of the Taliban striking a deal with the IS-K. Such a deal would
turn Afghanistan into a hotbed for jihadi activities because the IS-K is in no
mood to scale down on its global agenda any time soon. Neighbourhood terror
elements like Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which has already
pledged its allegiance to the Islamic State, and the East Turkestan Islamic
Movement (ETIM), have reportedly received a boost from the Taliban’s
return. Many of their cadres locked up in various jails in Afghanistan were
released in the aftermath of the Taliban’s return when there was a move to
free all the Taliban cadres imprisoned by the previous administrations. They
have now teamed up again and countries like Uzbekistan and China are
worried about these groups reviving their secessionist/Islamist agenda in the
region and posing a critical security challenge to these countries. The brutal
[S-inspired attacks by members of a little-known National Thowheeth
Jama’ath and their connections to the Islamic State cells in southern and
eastern India point to the disturbing possibility of similar attacks or lone-wolf
strikes by members of nascent radical groups motivated by the success of
Islamist groups like the Taliban, which saw the back of a global superpower
like the US.

The IS-K/ISIL (Islamic State in Iraq and Levant) affiliates are asserting
themselves, with the express intent to make their presence felt globally in the
post-Baghdadi (leader of ISIL who was killed on 26-27 October 2019 by US
forces in a military operation codenamed Operation Kayla Mueller) scenario
after receiving a setback in the Syrian theatre. While it is betraying its global
ambitions through its undaunted assertions in the Afghan and African
theatres, Al Qaeda has also quietly spread its tentacles in the South Asian
theatre through AQIS (Al Qaeda in the Indian Sub-continent). It has like the
IS-K announced its footprint in Jammu and Kashmir. Unlike the IS-K, Al
Qaeda has its umbilical cord tied to Taliban and has pledged its loyalty to the
Emir of Taliban, Mullah Akhundzada. Its Islamist ambition does not
necessarily stay confined to Afghanistan. The Taliban, in their current edition,
have chosen not to express themselves as agents of global Islam. However,
Al Qaeda, despite its allegiance to the Taliban, and death of its leader Ayman
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Al-Zawahiri (in July 2022) has not shunned its global agenda. The new Al
Qaeda leader, suspected to be in Iran, endorses the global Islamist agenda of
this outfit."!

Al-Qaeda maintains close connection with its offshoots in Africa (Al
Shabab in Somalia, Jama’a Nusrat ul-Islam wa al-Muslimin [JNIM] has been
able to expand its operations in West Africa and the Sahel) and the Middle
East. There are reports of fighting between the affiliates of ISIL and Al Qaeda
in most of the theatres where they are operating in Asia and Africa. As these
two competing terror machines with their franchisees spread all over the Afro-
Asian theatre fight the local governments and each other, the Central Asian
neighbours of Afghanistan and China have shown their sensitivity to the
resurgence of diasporic terror groups like IMU'? and the ETIM that now calls
itself Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP) and their assertion in the northern
frontiers of Afghanistan.

There were reports of Al-Qaeda’s affiliate Jamaat Ansarullah (JA), a
Tajik group regarded as the Taliban of Tajikistan, joining the Taliban special
units fighting resistance forces along the border of Tajikistan in the Afghan
provinces of Badakhshan, Kunduz and Takhar. It was also reported that a
senior leader of JA, Muhammad Sharipov (aka Mahdi Arsalan) has been
tasked by the Taliban to look after the security of five districts of Badakhshan
Province.!® The Taliban have a tough job ahead either trying to rein in these
terror groups or hiding its acquiescence with their jihadi plans in the
neighbourhood. The international community also has to closely monitor the
developments and ensure that the foreign fighters in Afghanistan do not carry
the germs of Jihad across the borders into other states of central and southern
Asia.

The Future

An obstinate Taliban resistant to change and a fatigued international
community unwilling to engage an immoderate Taliban steeped in puritanical
orthodoxy makes the future of Afghanistan look gloomy and uncertain. The
trend suggests that majority of Afghans, bound by tribal mores and Islamic
zeal, would be content with their existence at the subsistence-level and not
push for the replacement of the Taliban any time soon. The Taliban have
learnt their lessons too from their earlier experience during 1996-2001 and
would avoid, in all likelihood, optimal deterioration of overall socio-political
condition warranting coercive external intervention. The international
community led by the US has also learnt its own lesson and would not again
root for wholesale transformative indulgence in a country that appears
unready for liberal democratic institutions even in the face of grave
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provocation and would not go beyond short and swift kinetic action. In the
post-pandemic and post-Ukraine world, there is also less appetite in the
developing countries to waste their resources on a country like Afghanistan
where after investing trillions of dollars over 20 years, the people still pined
for an Islamist future and considered democracy inimical to their culture and
interest.

Any effort to transform Afghanistan has to begin with recognition of the
fact that the orthodox tribal leadership imbued with Islamist fervour will
continue to hold sway for a considerable length of time and dictate the future
course of politics in the war-ravaged country. It is this harbinger class that
must be engaged and informed about the need for bringing about a wholesale
change in their outlook and draw lessons from history that inflexible approach
to politics often leads to disaster. While it is true the Taliban would like to get
engaged on its own terms, the desperation it has shown in recent days, which
comes out very clearly in Taliban’s Interim Foreign Minister Muttaqi’s Al
Jazeera overtures should be taken as a soft signal and taken advantage of. A
renewed dialogue with the Taliban, this time round not with Baradar and his
men, but with the Haqqanis and the top leadership, could actually enliven the
possibility of extracting concessions from the Taliban with regard to issues
that it considers non-negotiable. The Interim Foreign Minister Muttaqi must
be reminded in such a dialogue that they have to climb down from their non-

negotiable positions because as he himself wrote ‘one hand cannot clap’.'*
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India’s Shifting Approach to
Taliban in Afghanistan

Ajay Darshan Behera

The Taliban’s swift takeover of Kabul on 15 August 2021 marked the collapse
of two decades of international efforts to establish a stable Afghan state. The
Doha Agreement between the United States and the Taliban, signed in
February 2020, outlined a conditional withdrawal of US and coalition forces.
However, as foreign troops left, the Taliban quickly advanced, capturing key
districts and border checkpoints with minimal resistance from Afghan
security forces. The unexpected fall of Kabul resulted in a chaotic US-NATO
withdrawal, sealing the Taliban’s return to power.

For India, this development posed a profound foreign policy dilemma.
Historically opposed to the Taliban, New Delhi had supported Afghanistan’s
republican governments and invested in development projects to
counterbalance Pakistan’s influence. With the Taliban now in control, India
has to navigate a complex landscape—balancing security concerns, economic
stakes, and regional geopolitics. This paper analyses India’s predicament by
examining the historical context of Indo-Afghan relations, India’s economic
interests in Afghanistan, India’s perceived security threats, shifting regional
geopolitics, and India’s evolving diplomatic strategies. India’s approach
involves difficult trade-offs between engaging with a regime it long shunned
and protecting its interests in an Afghanistan now controlled by the Taliban.

Historical Context

India and Afghanistan have historically maintained friendly ties, though these
relations have fluctuated due to Afghanistan’s internal turmoil. During the
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1980s, India was the only South Asian country to recognise the Soviet-backed
Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, aligning with its broader policy of
opposing extremist forces. However, the 1990s marked a downturn as the
Afghan civil war escalated and the Taliban seized power in 1996. India did
not recognise the Taliban’s Islamic Emirate and instead supported the anti-
Taliban Northern Alliance, led by figures like Ahmad Shah Massoud, in
cooperation with Iran and Russia. India’s reluctance to engage with the
Taliban stemmed from concerns over the group’s ties to Pakistan and its
alleged support for anti-India terrorist activities.

A critical moment in India’s stance against the Taliban occurred in
December 1999, when Indian Airlines Flight IC-814 was hijacked and taken
to Taliban-controlled Kandahar. India was compelled to negotiate with the
Taliban and terrorist groups to secure the release of the hostages, reinforcing
its distrust of the regime. India, to ensure passenger safety, acquiesced to the
release of a jailed Pakistani terrorist, Masood Azhar. After being transferred
to Afghanistan, the Taliban allowed Azhar to travel to Pakistan, where he
founded Jaish-e Mohammad (JeM), responsible for a spate of high-profile
attacks across India.

Following the US-led intervention in 2001 that toppled the Taliban, India
quickly re-established diplomatic relations with the new Afghan government.
It strongly supported the administrations of Presidents Hamid Karzai and
Ashraf Ghani, viewing them as essential partners in the fight against
extremism and Pakistani influence. Over the next two decades, India
remained one of Afghanistan’s closest regional allies, investing significantly
in development projects while steering clear of direct military involvement.
Indian policymakers regarded the US-backed Afghan government as a
strategic buffer against regional instability.

Between 2001 and 2021, India emerged as a significant contributor to
Afghanistan’s reconstruction efforts, providing over $3 billion in aid. It made
India the largest regional donor and one of Afghanistan’s top five global
donors. Its assistance materialised through high-profile infrastructure projects
that symbolised the strong bilateral partnership. India financed the
construction of the Afghan Parliament building in Kabul and other major
projects, including roads, dams, schools, hospitals, power lines, and training
programmes designed to enhance Afghanistan’s human capital and
governance structures.

Among India’s most ambitious initiatives was the Afghan-India
Friendship Dam (Salma Dam) in Herat Province. This project played a crucial
role in Afghanistan’s agricultural and energy sectors. India’s Border Roads
Organisation also constructed the 218-kilometre Zaranj—Delaram highway,
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which links Afghanistan’s remote southwest to the Iranian border. This
highway provided Afghanistan with an alternative trade route through Iran’s
Chabahar Port, reducing its dependence on Pakistan. Such infrastructure
projects contributed to Afghanistan’s development and aligned with India’s
strategic interests in enhancing regional connectivity and access to Central
Asia.

India also played a vital role in capacity building by training thousands of
Afghan civil servants, military personnel, and police officers. It provided
scholarships to Afghan students, fostering long-term educational and cultural
ties. By 2017, India had refurbished over 200 schools and sponsored more
than 1,000 Afghan students in higher education programmes.' Although India
did not engage in direct military action, it offered military training and non-
lethal equipment to Afghan security forces.

This extensive engagement reflected India’s strategic objective of
preventing the resurgence of a Pakistan-backed extremist regime in
Afghanistan. To achieve this, India remained committed to strengthening
Kabul’s government, ensuring that no radical Islamist regime beholden to
Pakistan’s security establishment gained a foothold in Afghanistan.
Throughout this period, India maintained a policy of engaging only with
Afghanistan’s elected government and deliberately avoided direct
interactions with the Taliban.

However, since the intra-Afghan talks in Doha on 12 September 2020,
there had been indications that India might consider engaging in direct
negotiations with the Taliban.? By mid-2021, as it became clear that the
Taliban might regain power, India began to reassess its position. In a
significant policy shift, Indian envoys held a meeting with the Taliban
representatives in Doha, facilitated by Qatar.’ This marked a departure from
India’s strict policy of non-engagement with the Taliban, signalling a
pragmatic response to Afghanistan’s evolving political reality.

The Taliban’s swift takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021, following
the US withdrawal, presented a significant challenge for India. After two
decades of diplomatic engagement, financial assistance, and goodwill-
building efforts toward the Afghan Republic, India suddenly found itself
faced with the reality of dealing with a regime it had long opposed. In
response, New Delhi evacuated its embassy in Kabul and repatriated all
Indian nationals, effectively severing its on-ground presence in the country.

India’s long-standing commitment to democracy, minority rights, and
development in Afghanistan further complicates any prospects of recognising
the Taliban-led government. The ideological gulf between the Taliban and
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proponents of liberal governance is stark. Rejecting Western influences, the
Taliban has formed a non-inclusive government and implemented regressive
policies, particularly targeting women and minorities. Girls have been banned
from secondary and university education, while decrees prohibit women from
working in non-governmental organisations. Reports indicate that the Taliban
is cracking down on dissent, suppressing minorities, and diverting
humanitarian aid to consolidate its rule. The UN Security Council has
sanctioned Taliban leaders as they reinstate policies reminiscent of their
previous regime.*

Despite these concerns, a complete disengagement from Afghanistan
would come at a strategic cost, potentially ceding influence to regional rivals
such as Pakistan and China. This underscores India’s current dilemma: how
to manage relations with a Taliban-controlled Afghanistan while
safeguarding its long-term geopolitical and security interests.

India’s Investments in Afghanistan

Over the past two decades, India has made significant investments in
Afghanistan’s economy and development, driven by humanitarian
commitments and strategic interests. These efforts aimed to integrate
Afghanistan into regional trade networks while circumventing Pakistan,
thereby strengthening economic ties and reducing Afghanistan’s reliance on
its unstable neighbour. By 2021, India had established considerable on-
ground assets and long-term commitments within Afghanistan’s economy.

India played a crucial role in developing Afghanistan’s infrastructure,
enhancing connectivity and public services. As stated earlier, one of the most
notable projects was the Afghan-India Friendship Dam (Salma Dam) in Herat,
which was fully funded by India at a cost of approximately $275 million. This
dam generates 42 MW of power and irrigates 200,000 acres of farmland,
making it a vital asset for the economy of western Afghanistan. As mentioned
earlier, another significant Indian initiative was the construction of the 218-
kilometre Zaranj—Delaram Road that connects Afghanistan’s Ring Road to
the Iranian border at Zaranj, facilitating Afghan trade through Iran’s Chabahar
Port.

India also constructed and renovated over 200 schools, numerous
hospitals and clinics, and key government buildings. The Afghan Parliament
building in Kabul, inaugurated in 2015 at a cost of $90 million, stands as a
landmark project symbolising India’s commitment to Afghan democracy.
Beyond its functionality, this modern complex provides Afghanistan’s
legislature with a fully equipped venue. India also contributed to the
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restoration of cultural heritage by helping refurbish historic sites such as the
Stor Palace in Kabul, further enhancing its soft power influence.’

India’s aid programme extended beyond physical infrastructure to
encompass critical services. Regular food aid shipments supported
Afghanistan in addressing grain shortages, while Indian assistance to Afghan
farmers included seeds and agricultural training programmes. In the
healthcare sector, India reconstructed the Indira Gandhi Institute of Child
Health in Kabul and provided medical vans and essential medicines.
Additionally, thousands of Afghan students benefited from Indian
scholarships and professional training programmes under the Indian
Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) scheme. These initiatives
aimed to promote self-reliance and foster long-term goodwill, thereby
strengthening Afghanistan’s human capital.

With Pakistan blocking direct overland trade between India and
Afghanistan, India sought alternative routes to sustain economic engagement.
The most ambitious effort was the India—Iran—Afghanistan trilateral
agreement to develop Chabahar Port in Iran. This initiative provided India
with a crucial trade corridor to Afghanistan and beyond, circumventing
Pakistan. India committed $500 million to the development of Chabahar Port
and assumed control of port operations in 2018.°

India utilised this new route to deliver its first shipment of wheat to
Afghanistan in October 2017.” The cargo arrived at Chabahar Port by sea and
was transported to Afghan cities by truck, reducing Afghanistan’s reliance on
Pakistani ports. Such initiatives strategically bolstered Afghan—Indian trade,
allowing Indian exports like pharmaceuticals, tea, and textiles to enter Afghan
markets while enabling Afghanistan to export dry fruits, carpets, and minerals
to India. Furthermore, India and Afghanistan established an air freight
corridor in 2017, facilitating the direct shipment of high-value goods such as
Afghan saffron and pomegranates. By 2020, bilateral trade between India and
Afghanistan had reached approximately $1.5 billion annually, making
Afghanistan one of the top recipients of Indian development aid.®

India also explored Afghanistan’s resource wealth and energy transit
potential. In 2011, an Indian consortium obtained rights to mine the Hajigak
iron ore deposits, which were estimated to contain 1.8 billion tonnes of high-
grade ore. India initially intended to invest $10 billion in the project, but
security concerns hindered progress.

Another key initiative was India’s participation in the Turkmenistan—
Afghanistan—Pakistan—India (TAPI) gas pipeline, designed to transport
Turkmen gas to Indian markets through Afghanistan and Pakistan. Although
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the project has remained stalled due to security and financing challenges,
India’s involvement underscores Afghanistan’s strategic role in regional
energy connectivity.

By mid-2021, India’s investments had established a significant economic
presence in Afghanistan. Indian-built infrastructure benefited millions of
Afghans, while trade initiatives positioned Afghanistan as a vital transit hub
for India’s access to Central Asia’s energy resources. These efforts were not
mere acts of goodwill but part of a broader strategy to enhance India’s
influence in the region, counter Pakistan’s dominance, and create new
commercial opportunities.

While the Taliban’s return to power in August 2021 created uncertainty
regarding these investments, India’s longstanding commitment to
Afghanistan’s development underscored its strategic interest in the country.
Through diplomacy, trade partnerships, and infrastructure projects, India’s
engagement with Afghanistan sought to yield long-term geopolitical and
economic benefits while promoting regional stability.

Taliban’s Return and India’s Economic Stakes and Connectivity Issues

The Taliban’s sudden return to power in August 2021 significantly disrupted
India’s economic and developmental investments in Afghanistan. Overnight,
India’s on-ground presence vanished as diplomats, engineers, and consultants
were evacuated. Ongoing projects were halted indefinitely, and future
investments were put on hold. Since India, along with most countries, has not
recognised the Taliban regime, formal economic engagement has been
suspended, leaving Afghanistan’s economy in difficulties due to aid cut-offs
and sanctions.

India closed its diplomatic missions, including its embassy in Kabul and
consulates in Kandahar, Herat, Jalalabad, and Mazar-i-Sharif. This also led to
the withdrawal of Indian development officials overseeing infrastructure
projects. Consequently, work on about 20 ongoing Indian-funded projects—
ranging from roads to schools—halted. For instance, critical extensions and
maintenance for the Salma Dam and major highways came to a standstill due
to the absence of Indian engineers. To maintain a minimal presence, India
sent a technical team back to Kabul in June 2022, primarily for humanitarian
coordination.

The Taliban’s takeover, combined with Afghanistan’s diplomatic
isolation, has impeded India’s regional connectivity initiatives. Trade through
Pakistan was briefly suspended in 2021 but resumed for humanitarian
purposes. As an exception, Pakistan allowed India to transport wheat to
Afghanistan in late 2021 and early 2022. Meanwhile, India has continued to
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deliver food aid through Chabahar Port, including 20,000 tonnes of wheat via
Iran in March 2023. However, the broader vision of Chabahar as a major trade
corridor remains unfulfilled due to global shipping concerns and US sanctions
on Iran. Despite these challenges, India signed a 10-year agreement in May
2024 to maintain operations at Chabahar Port, reaffirming its commitment to
the project.’ By 2024, India had transported 2.5 million tonnes of wheat to
Afghanistan via Chabahar. However, these shipments remain largely
humanitarian rather than the anticipated expansion of commercial trade. Due
to political uncertainty, plans for Afghan—Indian business partnerships and
investments in mining and exports remain stalled.

A major strategic setback for India has been the disruption of its plans for
land connectivity to Central Asia via Afghanistan. During the previous
Afghan government, India maintained strong relations with both Afghanistan
and Central Asian states, facilitating projects like the India—Afghanistan—Iran
transit corridor. Now, without a reliable partner in Kabul, India’s direct land
access to Central Asia is significantly restricted.

The Taliban, however, have expressed support for regional connectivity
projects, including the TAPI gas pipeline, seeking transit revenues. Yet, India
remains cautious, as engaging in such projects would necessitate formal
dealings with the Taliban, which could be diplomatically complex.
Meanwhile, countries like Uzbekistan continue to advocate for trans-Afghan
transport corridors linking to Pakistan’s ports and Chabahar. China has also
moved swiftly to integrate Afghanistan into its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
Pakistan has sought the Taliban’s cooperation to extend the China—Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) into Afghanistan. If India remains disengaged, it
risks being excluded from emerging regional transit frameworks.

With its economic investments in Afghanistan largely dormant, India
faces a strategic dilemma: whether to maintain a policy of non-engagement
or explore limited economic cooperation with the Taliban. While India’s
development projects continue to benefit Afghan civilians, its inability to
exert influence over their operations limits its diplomatic leverage. The
Taliban, however, have indicated a willingness to work with India, referring
to it as a “significant economic partner.”'° Discussions about expanding trade
via Chabahar also suggest possible openings for cautious re-engagement.

The Taliban’s return has raised concerns about India’s economic interests
in Afghanistan. While India’s previous investments continue to support
Afghan livelihoods, New Delhi currently cannot utilise them for strategic gain.
The broader vision of Afghanistan as a transit hub for Indian trade into Central
Asia is on hold, awaiting a more favourable political climate. Meanwhile,
India is pursuing a flexible strategy—one that balances cautious economic
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engagement with wider geopolitical realities to protect its long-term interests
in the region.

Taliban—Pakistan Links and India’s Security Concerns

The Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan in 2021 reshaped South Asia’s
geopolitical landscape, intensifying the strategic competition between India
and Pakistan. For decades, Islamabad has sought to maintain control over
Afghan affairs, leveraging its ties with the Taliban to secure what it calls
“strategic depth” against India. Conversely, New Delhi has historically
aligned itself with the former Afghan Republic, investing billions in
development projects and maintaining strong diplomatic ties with Kabul.

The collapse of the US-backed Afghan government and the Taliban’s
takeover initially appeared to be a strategic victory for Pakistan, eliminating
India’s influence in Afghanistan and bringing a long-time Pakistani ally to
power. However, the complexities of governance, shifting regional dynamics,
and the Taliban’s growing defiance of Pakistani expectations have led to a rift
in the previously close relationship, creating new challenges for Islamabad
while opening limited yet significant opportunities for India.

Pakistan’s role in facilitating the Taliban’s rise has long raised concerns
for India. The Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) provided financial, logistical,
and military support to the Taliban during its initial ascent in the early 1990s,
ensuring a pro-Pakistan government in Kabul after the fall of the Soviet-
backed Afghan administration. Pakistan was among the few countries to
recognise the Taliban regime in 1996, cementing a relationship that endured
even after the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. Although Pakistan
officially became a US ally in the War on Terror, it continued to covertly
support the Taliban, offering sanctuary to its leadership in Quetta and other
parts of the country.!! Islamabad’s strategic calculus was clear: the Taliban’s
return to power would impede India from gaining influence in Afghanistan,
limit New Delhi’s ability to use Afghan territory for strategic partnerships,
and provide Pakistan with an ally to counter Indian interests in the region.
However, this assumption soon proved overly simplistic, as significant rifts
began to emerge between the Taliban and Pakistan over several critical issues.

One of the most contentious points has been the presence and activities
of the Tehrik-e-TalibanPakistan (TTP), a militant group ideologically aligned
with the Afghan Taliban but engaged in an insurgency against the Pakistani
state. Despite Islamabad’s repeated demands, the Taliban have been reluctant
to act against the TTP, which has launched numerous deadly attacks within
Pakistan. The TTP has intensified its assaults on Pakistani military and
intelligence targets, including the devastating Peshawar Police Mosque
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bombing in February 2023 that killed over 100 individuals, most of whom
were security personnel. The Taliban’s refusal to crack down on the TTP has
severely strained relations with Pakistan, challenging the long-held belief that
the Taliban would remain a compliant ally. Consequently, Pakistan has
resorted to unilateral military action, including airstrikes against TTP hideouts
in eastern Afghanistan in 2023 and 2024, further escalating tensions between
the two governments.'?

Compounding these challenges is the long-standing dispute over the
Durand Line, the colonial-era border between Afghanistan and Pakistan,
which successive Afghan governments—both republican and Taliban-led—
have refused to recognise. The Taliban’s unwillingness to formally
acknowledge the Durand Line as the legitimate boundary has frustrated
Islamabad, which expected Kabul to support Pakistan’s territorial claims.
Instead, the Taliban’s defiance has bolstered nationalist sentiments within
Afghanistan, leading to deterioration in bilateral relations. Pakistan, having
long sought to exert uncontested influence in Afghanistan, now finds itself in
an increasingly adversarial position with a regime it once supported, a
development that has not gone unnoticed in New Delhi.

For India, the fractures in the Pakistan-Taliban relationship present both
risks and opportunities. Historically, India has viewed the Taliban with
suspicion due to their close ties with Pakistan and their role in providing
sanctuary to anti-India militant groups during the 1990s. Under the Taliban
rule, Afghanistan became a haven for anti-India militant groups, including
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and JeM, both responsible for devastating terrorist
attacks on Indian soil. Some analysts express concerns that Afghanistan could
emerge again as a regional terrorist haven,' as seen in the past hosting of
groups like LeT and JeM.

The 2001 attack on the Indian Parliament, orchestrated by JeM, was
traced back to militant training camps in Afghanistan. The 2008 Mumbai
attacks, which claimed over 170 lives, were executed by LeT operatives,
further reinforcing India’s concerns about Pakistan-based militant groups
exploiting Afghan territory for training purposes. Additionally, the 2019
Pulwama attack, in which a suicide bomber killed 40 Indian paramilitary
personnel in Jammu and Kashmir (J&K), was attributed to JeM, raising
alarms about the potential resurgence of these groups under Taliban rule. The
possibility that these groups could again find refuge in Afghanistan remains
a primary security concern.'*

Most of these groups are united by a rigid interpretation of political Islam
rooted in Deobandi Sunni ideology. They advocate for strict enforcement of
Sharia and stressed solidarity with other Jihadist movements around the
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world.'® Their ideological kinship with Al-Qaeda remains strong, driven by
shared religious objectives. Despite Taliban assurances, severing ties with Al-
Qaeda appears unlikely. The US drone strike that killed Al-Qaeda leader
Ayman al-Zawabhiri in Kabul on 31 July 2022 reinforced concerns that the
Taliban continues to shelter international terrorist groups,'® raising alarms in
New Delhi about Afghanistan’s potential resurgence as a breeding ground for
extremist activities.

Despite these concerns, the growing divide between the Taliban and
Pakistan presents India with an opportunity to re-engage with Afghanistan
cautiously. Indian analysts are debating whether India missed an opportunity
by not engaging with the Taliban earlier, especially during the US—Taliban
negotiations, when recognition could have been crucial. Some argue that India,
like other countries, should have initiated contact when negotiations were
underway. However, India’s official stance has consistently favoured an
Afghan-led, Afghan-owned and Afghan-controlled reconciliation process for
lasting peace, emphasising that engagement with the Taliban should align
with a strategic assessment rather than merely following the actions of others.

The official Indian position remains steadfast, articulated in the joint
declaration of the Delhi Regional Security Dialogue hosted by India on 10—
11 November 2021. It stated that the government should represent the will of
the Afghan people, represent all sections of Afghan society, and ensure the
rights of women, children and minorities. The statement emphasised the
common concerns of terrorism, terror financing, radicalisation and narco-
terrorism emanating from the Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. In the fifth
national security advisor’s meeting on Afghanistan held in Moscow on 8
February 2023, National Security Advisor Ajit Doval, while focussing on
food security and medical supplies for the Afghan people, reaffirmed the
importance of the UN Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 2593 (2021),"
emphasising the denial of sanctuary to terror outfits, including those
designated by UNSC Resolution 1267.'® He stressed the importance of an
inclusive and representative dispensation for the overall well-being of Afghan
society and called for an inclusive setup in Afghanistan. So, there was
constant messaging to the Taliban about not providing sanctuary to terror
groups and forming an inclusive government.

India’s reluctance to engage directly with the Taliban may stem from a
desire to uphold its policy of not negotiating with “militant groups”, fearing
potential pressures to engage with rebel and separatist groups within India.
Following the US withdrawal, India sought to safeguard its security interests
and investments in Afghanistan, particularly preventing Kashmir-focused
armed groups like LeT and JeM from using Afghanistan as a base for attacks
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in J&K. Establishing a backchannel with the Taliban became crucial for India
to ensure that Afghanistan doesn’t evolve into a significant security threat in
the future.!” However, the uncertainties surrounding the credibility and
reliability of any assurances from the Taliban pose challenges to any policy
of engagement.

While it is difficult to assess a definitive attitudinal change, there have
been indications that the Taliban had sought outreach with India. In 2016,
Syed Akbar Agha, a cousin of Mullah Syed Tayyab Agha, the former chief of
the Taliban’s Doha office, expressed the Taliban’s willingness to reconcile
with India and send a message of peace and friendship. Signals were
reportedly sent through informal channels, suggesting that a relationship with
India would have bestowed legitimacy on the Taliban in the international
community. In 2018, during Russia’s regional forum on Afghanistan, where
the Taliban was present, the group reportedly reached out directly to Indian
diplomats attending the event, expressing a desire to mend fences.

The engagement between the Taliban and India increased once the
Taliban came to power. Since then, the Indian side has engaged the Taliban
leadership both in Kabul and in third countries. Between August 2021 and
January 2025, India gradually enhanced its engagement with the Taliban
through a combination of diplomatic, security, and regional channels,
ensuring it continued to be a relevant player in Afghanistan’s evolving
landscape. At the diplomatic level, India has established high-level political
contacts with the Taliban by participating in key international forums, such
as the Moscow Format consultations. The renewed engagement has not gone
unnoticed by Islamabad, which views India’s re-entry into Afghan affairs
with suspicion.

India’s involvement in Afghanistan is also influenced by its long-standing
relationships with the country’s ethnic minorities, particularly the Tajiks,
Hazaras, and the Uzbeks, many of whom remain sceptical of both the Taliban
and Pakistan. These groups played a crucial role in the former anti-Taliban
Northern Alliance. While India has not openly supported any armed
opposition, speculation persists regarding potential covert involvement
should the Taliban regime face significant internal challenges. The Taliban is
not a homogeneous group and there are differences between the various
factions within it. India’s interests align more with those of former Northern
Alliance leaders, who continue to resist the Taliban’s more extreme policies
and have traditionally opposed Pakistan’s influence in Afghanistan.

The central question in India’s Afghanistan strategy is whether the
Taliban can truly act independently of Pakistan or if its historical ties will
ultimately keep it aligned with Islamabad. If the Taliban continue to provide
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a safe haven for Pakistan-based terrorist groups targeting India, New Delhi
may be compelled to adopt a harder stance. Former Afghan intelligence chief
Rahmatullah Nabil had warned that even if India had good meetings and was
greeted warmly by Taliban’s acting interior minister Sirajuddin Haqqani or
other Taliban ministers, India should know that anti-Indian sentiment is
inherent in the Taliban.?® India, therefore, must keep channels open with
former leaders, acknowledging that the Taliban’s nature may not have
fundamentally changed. India’s approach should balance pragmatic
engagement with the Taliban to safeguard long-term interests.?! If the Taliban
show a willingness to assert an independent foreign policy—especially by
addressing India’s security concerns—India may pursue further diplomatic
and economic engagement.

The evolving Afghanistan—Pakistan dynamic marks a significant shift in
the regional balance of power. Pakistan, once confident that the Taliban’s
return would advance its strategic interests, now faces an increasingly
uncooperative regime in Kabul. Conversely, India, which initially feared
losing all influence in Afghanistan, is gradually finding avenues to re-engage.
Given the fluidity of the situation, India must remain adaptable—seizing
opportunities for engagement while preparing for potential security risks.
Navigating this complex landscape requires a strategy that balances
pragmatism with caution, safeguarding India’s strategic interests without
inadvertently legitimising a regime whose long-term trajectory remains
uncertain.

Strategic Competition, Shifting Alliances and Regional Geopolitics

The Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan has significantly altered the
geopolitical dynamics of South and Central Asia, presenting India with new
challenges in a complex regional landscape. India’s policy on Afghanistan is
now shaped by the actions and interests of key regional and global players—
Pakistan, China, Iran, Russia, and the United States—each pursuing its
strategy toward the Taliban. This section examines how these regional
dynamics impact India’s approach and its role in multilateral frameworks
such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). The strategic
competition with Pakistan regarding Afghanistan has been discussed in the
previous section.

China’s Expanding Role in Afghanistan and Its Impact on India

Since the Taliban’s return to power in 2021, China has positioned itself as a
key player in Afghanistan, engaging pragmatically with the new regime in
ways that sharply contrast with India’s cautious approach. Unlike New Delhi,
which had no formal ties with the Taliban before their takeover, Beijing
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maintained a steady line of communication with the group and quickly moved
to establish diplomatic and economic relations following the US withdrawal.
While most countries, including India, closed their embassies in Kabul amid
the uncertainty of the Taliban’s rule, China chose to keep its diplomatic
mission operational. It has since provided economic assistance and engaged
in high-level talks with Taliban officials, treating them as the de facto rulers
of Afghanistan without extending formal recognition.

China’s engagement with Afghanistan is driven by two primary
objectives: security and economic interests. The main concern for Beijing is
the potential use of Afghan territory by Uighur militant groups to bolster
separatist movements in Xinjiang. China has long perceived the East
Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) as a direct threat to its internal security,
fearing that extremist factions could take advantage of Afghanistan’s
instability to regroup and coordinate attacks against Chinese interests. The
Taliban, aware of China’s sensitivities, have promised Beijing that they will
not offer safe haven to ETIM militants, striving to maintain stable relations
with one of the few major powers willing to engage with them. However,
China remains cautious, given Afghanistan’s history as a refuge for
transnational jihadist groups, and continues to monitor the Taliban’s actions
closely.

Beyond security concerns, China views Afghanistan as an untapped
economic opportunity, especially regarding natural resources. The country’s
vast reserves of copper, oil, and rare earth elements have attracted Chinese
investment, with Beijing seeking ways to incorporate Afghanistan into its
broader economic strategy. In January 2023, a Chinese company signed an
agreement to extract oil from the Amu Darya basin, marking one of the first
significant foreign investment deals under Taliban rule. Discussions have also
resumed about the long-stalled Mes Aynak copper mining project, a site
estimated to contain one of the world’s largest untapped copper deposits. If
these projects materialise, they could further entrench China’s economic
presence in Afghanistan, providing the Taliban with much-needed revenue
while enhancing China’s access to critical raw materials.

China’s growing involvement in Afghanistan presents challenges and
opportunities for India. On one hand, Chinese investments could contribute
to Afghan stability, reducing the risk of Afghanistan becoming a hub for
terrorism. If China pressurises the Taliban to combat extremist groups such
as the Islamic State—Khorasan (IS-K) and ETIM, it could indirectly align with
India’s security interests. On the other hand, China’s expanding economic and
diplomatic influence could push India further to the sidelines.?? If Afghanistan
becomes integrated into China’s BRI, India risks exclusion from regional
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connectivity networks. Moreover, the prospect of China’s alignment with
Pakistan, enabling them to shape Afghanistan’s geopolitical trajectory and
sidelining Indian interests jointly, should not be ruled out altogether despite
the current strained relations between Pakistan and Afghanistan.

India remains wary of China’s role in multilateral forums such as the SCO,
where Beijing has advocated for deeper engagement with the Taliban while
minimising concerns about terrorism linked to Pakistan. Furthermore, China
has occasionally blocked UN sanctions against terrorists based in Pakistan,
which has frustrated India. To counterbalance China, India has strengthened
its ties with Russia, Iran, and the Central Asian states, highlighting a regional
consensus on counterterrorism and stability in Afghanistan. Given these
developments, India has to navigate its Afghan strategy carefully, ensuring
that it remains an active player in the region while countering the growing
influence of its two main strategic rivals.

Iran, Russia, and the United States: Regional and Global Players

Iran’s relationship with Afghanistan and the Taliban is complex. While Iran
seeks to protect the Shia community within its traditional spheres of influence,
it also harbours deep ideological differences with the Taliban due to their anti-
Shia stance. Tehran views the Taliban’s takeover of Kabul as an expansion of
Sunni Wahhabi influence and closely monitors the group’s treatment of the
Shia population.

Despite these tensions, Iran has adopted a pragmatic approach, balancing
engagement with caution. Although it has not formally recognised the Taliban
government, it has maintained diplomatic ties and continued trade with
Afghanistan. Additionally, Iran has facilitated Indian humanitarian aid
shipments through Chabahar Port, positioning itself as a crucial intermediary
between India and the Taliban. Both India and Iran share a strategic interest
in countering Pakistan’s influence in Afghanistan and curbing the spread of
Sunni extremism.

Russia, like India, opposed the Taliban in the 1990s but has since adjusted
its policy. Moscow has hosted multiple Taliban delegations and allowed
Taliban-appointed diplomats to take over Afghanistan’s embassy in Moscow.
While Russia initially saw the Taliban as a stabilising force, concerns over
IS—K attacks and Central Asian security have made its stance more cautious.
India and Russia cooperate on counterterrorism efforts within the SCO, but
Moscow’s increasing alignment with China and Pakistan complicates India’s
position.

The United States withdrew its military presence from Afghanistan in
August 2021. However, Washington continues to exert influence in
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Afghanistan through sanctions, aid policies, and counterterrorism operations.
India closely coordinates with the US on Afghanistan, particularly regarding
security threats posed by Al-Qaeda, IS—K, and Pakistan-backed terrorist
groups. While both India and the US oppose recognising the Taliban,
Washington’s evolving approach—especially if it seeks counterterrorism
cooperation with the Taliban—could lead to policy divergences with India.?

India’s Afghanistan policy is influenced by regional competition, security
concerns, and economic interests. While Pakistan aims to exclude India,
tensions between Islamabad and the Taliban create potential opportunities for
Indian engagement. At the same time, China’s increasing presence presents
both security threats and economic challenges. India continues to work with
Iran, Russia, and the US, using multilateral platforms like the SCO to
advocate for counterterrorism commitments and regional stability.

Going forward, India has to carry out a delicate balancing act: engaging
cautiously with the Taliban while ensuring that Afghanistan does not become
a hub for anti-India terrorism. India’s broader strategic objective remains to
prevent its adversaries from dominating Afghanistan’s geopolitical and
economic future, thereby safeguarding its interests in this volatile region.

India’s Diplomatic Outreach

India’s diplomatic outreach towards the Taliban is characterised by caution,
pragmatism, and adaptability in response to evolving security, economic, and
geopolitical challenges. Although India has not recognised the Taliban
government, it acknowledges the de facto reality of their rule and has
gradually engaged in limited diplomatic and humanitarian interactions. This
approach balances the protection of India’s interests with assistance to the
Afghan people while strategically withholding formal legitimacy to maintain
diplomatic leverage. The key elements of India’s evolving engagement
include discreet outreach, humanitarian diplomacy, a partial diplomatic
presence in Kabul, and carefully managed high-level interactions.

After the Taliban’s return in August 2021, India’s immediate focus was
the safe evacuation of its diplomatic staff and citizens. However, rather than
severing ties completely, India kept backchannel communication open. On 31
August 2021, just two weeks after Kabul fell, India’s Ambassador to Qatar
Deepak Mittal met Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanekzai, head of the Taliban
Political Office in Doha, marking the first publicly acknowledged contact
with the Taliban. The meeting took place at the Embassy of India on the
request of the Taliban. This meeting, although limited to discussions about
the safety of Indian nationals, signalled India’s willingness to maintain
dialogue.
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Shortly thereafter, India supported UNSC Resolution 2593, which
outlined global expectations from the Taliban, including the need to uphold
human rights and prevent Afghanistan from becoming a safe haven for
terrorism. In late October 2021, a delegation of Indian diplomats, led by Joint
Secretary J.P Singh—head of the Pakistan—Afghanistan—Iran desk in the
External Affairs Ministry—engaged with the Taliban’s Acting Deputy Prime
Minister, Abdul Salam Hanafi. This interaction took place on the sidelines of
a regional conference on Afghanistan hosted by Russia, which brought
together diplomats from 10 countries, including India, Pakistan, and China,
along with a Taliban delegation. These talks marked the first high-level
contact between India and a senior member of the Taliban’s interim cabinet,
reportedly focusing on addressing mutual concerns.

By early 2022, the worsening humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan
prompted India to enhance its engagement. India facilitated emergency aid
shipments, working with the Taliban to ensure that food and medical supplies
reached those in need. Notably, following negotiations with Pakistan, India
sent 50 trucks carrying 2,500 tonnes of wheat to Afghanistan through land
routes. The Taliban collaborated with the UN World Food Programme to
distribute this aid, marking a practical yet indirect partnership between India
and the Taliban.

In June 2022, India took a significant step by dispatching a delegation led
by Joint Secretary J.P. Singh to deliver humanitarian aid and engage with the
Taliban’s acting foreign minister, Maulavi Amir Khan Muttaqi. As part of its
assistance efforts, New Delhi provided Afghanistan with 20,000 metric
tonnes of wheat, 13 tonnes of medicines, 500,000 COVID-19 vaccine doses,
and winter clothing.* Following this, India reopened its mission in Kabul
deploying a technical team to oversee aid distribution and monitor
developments on the ground. The Taliban provided security for this mission,
indicating their interest in maintaining engagement with India. However,
India emphasised that this action did not imply recognition of the Taliban
government but was necessary to support the Afghan people.?

India reaffirmed its commitment to Afghanistan’s stability and
development at the Security Council meeting on the UN Assistance Mission
in Afghanistan (UNAMA) on 10 March 2025. India’s permanent
representative to the UN, Ambassador P. Harish, emphasised India’s long-
standing historical and people-to-people ties with Afghanistan and reiterated
its proactive role in regional and international peace efforts. He stated that
India remains engaged in humanitarian assistance and since August 2021,
India has provided 27 tonnes of relief material, 50,000 tonnes of wheat,
40,000 litres of pesticides, and over 300 tonnes of medical supplies to
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Afghanistan. India has also collaborated with various UN agencies in health,
food security, education, sports, and capacity building, implementing more
than 500 projects across Afghanistan since 2001.%¢ Thus, India remains
committed to constructive engagement with all stakeholders for peace,
stability and the well-being of the Afghan people.

India has maintained backchannel security dialogues with influential
Taliban leaders, particularly those seen as pragmatic, such as Mullah Abdul
Ghani Baradar.”” These discussions were reportedly centred on
counterterrorism assurances and intelligence-sharing, with a focus on
monitoring and curbing the presence of Pakistan-based militant groups like
JeM and LeT. By fostering these security dialogues, India aimed to prevent
Afghanistan from becoming a base for anti-India militancy while assessing
the Taliban’s evolving stance on regional security.

To complement these efforts, India has also engaged with regional
intermediaries, leveraging its strong ties with countries such as Qatar, the
United Arab Emirates, and Turkey to facilitate indirect communication with
the Taliban. This multilateral approach ensured that India remained an active
stakeholder in Afghanistan’s political landscape, influencing key decisions
while mitigating risks associated with direct engagement. Through these
carefully calibrated measures, India successfully positioned itself as a
pragmatic actor, balancing its security imperatives with the need for
diplomatic caution in its dealings with the Taliban regime.

The clearest indication of India’s evolving approach emerged in January
2025 when Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri met Taliban Acting Foreign
Minister Muttaqi in Dubai—the highest-level official meeting between the
two sides to date—signalling a pragmatic shift in India’s approach. The
Taliban praised India as a “significant regional and economic partner,” while
Indian officials confirmed discussion on trade, connectivity, and
humanitarian aid. The talks specifically focused on expanding commercial
routes via Chabahar Port, underscoring India’s strategic interest in
maintaining Afghanistan’s connection to its trade networks.

While India remains unwilling to grant formal recognition to the Taliban
regime, it has shown a willingness to engage selectively, particularly in areas
such as trade, security assurances, and economic cooperation. However, India
has carefully maintained a distinction between engagement and diplomatic
recognition. It has refused to allow the Taliban-appointed ambassador to
assume control of the Afghan Embassy in New Delhi, reinforcing its policy
of dealing with the Taliban as de facto authorities without legitimising their
rule. Eventually, India might not be averse to establishing consular relations
to facilitate the visa process for ordinary Afghans.
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India’s diplomatic strategy toward the Taliban involves a delicate
balancing act—one that aims to protect its security interests, maintain
regional influence, and support the Afghan people while avoiding the
premature legitimisation of the Taliban government. This approach is
anchored in a thoughtful calibration of engagement, ensuring that India
remains an active participant in Afghanistan’s future without sacrificing its
principles. At the heart of this strategy is the choice to engage without formal
recognition. By maintaining dialogue with the Taliban, India creates
opportunities for practical cooperation, allowing it to tackle key security
concerns and protect its interests in Afghanistan. However, it deliberately
refrains from granting diplomatic legitimacy, using recognition as a strategic
tool rather than an automatic concession.

Alongside this cautious engagement, India continues to utilise its
humanitarian and soft power diplomacy to foster goodwill among the Afghan
people. Through ongoing efforts in humanitarian aid, education, and medical
assistance, India enhances its presence in Afghanistan in ways that transcend
political considerations. This not only alleviates the suffering of ordinary
Afghans but also ensures that India’s long-standing ties with the country
remain strong, regardless of shifts in political leadership.

Furthermore, India actively works to shape regional and global consensus
on Afghanistan’s future. By collaborating with both international and regional
powers, it aims to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a hub for terrorism
while ensuring open pathways for economic and strategic connectivity. This
multilateral engagement allows India to influence broader policies toward
Afghanistan, ensuring its interests align with the evolving geopolitical
landscape.

While challenges persist—especially in navigating the unpredictability of
the Taliban’s actions and the competing interests of other regional actors—
India’s carefully calibrated approach ensures it neither isolates itself from
developments in Afghanistan nor rushes into premature commitments. By
balancing pragmatism with principled diplomacy, India keeps its options
open and protects its strategic interests in a volatile and uncertain regional
environment.”

Conclusion

The Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan in August 2021 marked a
profound shift in the region, presenting significant political, economic, and
security challenges. The prospect of an inclusive, power-sharing government
seems unlikely as the Taliban consolidates an Islamic theocracy without a
clear economic strategy for sustainability. Historically dependent on foreign
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aid, Afghanistan now confronts worsening poverty and hunger, exacerbated
by a severe humanitarian crisis.

The geopolitical landscape has undergone notable changes. The
withdrawal of Western forces and the lack of significant internal resistance
have strengthened the Taliban control. This power vacuum has enabled China
to increase its influence in Afghanistan. While the Taliban hope that Chinese
investment will revive the Afghan economy, Beijing has remained cautious
and provided minimal direct economic assistance.

Pakistan, which once viewed the Taliban’s return as a strategic gain, now
faces an increasingly strained relationship with the regime. The TTP, backed
by the Afghan Taliban, has ramped up attacks within Pakistan, leading to
retaliatory airstrikes by Pakistani forces. These developments have further
strained tensions between the two parties, undermining Pakistan’s earlier
assumption that a Taliban-led Afghanistan would align with its regional
interests. As Pakistan’s strategy meets challenges and tensions escalate,
regional stability remains fragile. India has to remain vigilant and adaptable
to these shifting dynamics.

India is reassessing its long-standing policy of disengagement with the
Taliban. The risk that Afghanistan could once again become a hub for anti-
India terrorism necessitates a strategic recalibration. While the Taliban have
reached out to India in an attempt to normalise relations, deep-seated mistrust
remains. The US—Taliban negotiations in Doha demonstrated that the Taliban
are not always reliable partners, having reneged on multiple commitments.
Moreover, internal divisions within the group, particularly with factions like
the Haqqgani Network—still designated as a terrorist organisation—continue
to pose security risks for India.

India’s engagement with the Taliban demonstrates a careful balance
between pragmatism and principle, making limited and conditional
engagement the most viable approach. A rigid policy of complete isolation
may uphold India’s moral clarity and commitment to democratic values, but
it would also cede strategic ground to Pakistan and China, diminishing India’s
influence in Afghanistan and leaving it without access and options. Moreover,
history suggests that isolating the Taliban does not weaken them; rather, it
risks pushing them further into the sphere of hostile regional actors, increasing
long-term security threats for India.

Given these considerations, a calibrated middle path—selective
engagement without formal recognition—enables India to retain influence
without legitimising the regime. By maintaining a technical presence in Kabul,
extending humanitarian aid, and pursuing limited economic initiatives, India
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ensures its relevance in Afghanistan’s future. This strategy allows India to
adjust its level of engagement based on the Taliban’s actions while using
diplomatic recognition as leverage. Additionally, it helps counter Pakistan’s
influence without fully aligning with the Taliban, thus preserving India’s
long-standing goodwill among the Afghan people.

This nuanced approach, however, presents challenges. India must
carefully manage its engagement to avoid inadvertently strengthening the
Taliban while safeguarding its own security interests. There remains a risk
that the Taliban will continue harbouring anti-India militants, rendering
India’s outreach ineffective. However, a complete disengagement would
leave India without leverage, making it an outsider in a region where
adversaries actively shape the strategic environment.

Ultimately, India’s approach to Afghanistan must be dynamic and
responsive to shifting realities. If the Taliban demonstrate moderation, India
can expand its engagement. Conversely, if they become more hostile, India
can scale back its outreach while reinforcing its security posture. By neither
fully embracing nor entirely rejecting the Taliban, India preserves its strategic
options without legitimising a regime that contradicts its values. In a
geopolitical landscape where rigid policies are rarely sustainable, a measured
and conditional engagement strategy ensures India retains influence while
safeguarding its long-term security and strategic interests.
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Seven Decades of Indian Aid and
Assistance to Afghanistan

Vishal Chandra

The bonds of friendship between Afghanistan and the Indian people,
whether in times of their struggle for freedom or thereafter, are a
continuation of the history, culture and humanism which the
peoples of the two countries have shared from times immemorial.!

—Afghan Prime Minister Noor Ahmad Etemadi,
Kabul, 5 June 1969.

India was and is an important stakeholder in Afghanistan. The
special relationship with people of Afghanistan over centuries will
guide India’s approach. Nothing can change this.>

—Indian National Security Adviser Ajit Doval,
Dushanbe, 27 May 2022.

The Early Decades

The people of Afghanistan have very much been a partner in India’s seven-
decade long endeavour to strengthen not only the state-to-state but also the
people-to-people ties. India’s development and assistance programmes in
Afghanistan have had a long history. It began with the signing of the “Treaty
of Friendship’ between the two countries in New Delhi in January 1950,
followed by the ‘Treaty of Commerce’ in Kabul in April 1950,* ‘Agreement
on Air Services’ in Kabul in January 1952, and later, the ‘Agreement on Radio
Telephonic Communications’ in Kabul in March 1961 and the ‘Agreement
on Cultural Relations’ in Kabul in October 1963.
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By the early 1950s, Indian vice consulates in Jalalabad and Kandahar and
the Afghan consulate general in Bombay (now Mumbai) were functioning.
Indian sports teams, artists and musicians were regularly invited to participate
in the Afghan Jashan or the annual Independence Day celebration, Afghan
sports teams would visit India to play friendly matches, and cultural
delegations were exchanged. At the request of the Afghan Royal Government,
India began to send teachers, particularly English teachers, to the Afghan
schools and conduct training courses for the Afghan Air Force personnel at
its facilities in India.’

India provided equipment and training to set up meteorological and
aeronautical communication facilities at Kabul and Kandahar airports. In
1955-56, India deputed an 18-member technical team to help with the
installation of meteorological and aeronautical communication facilities in
both the cities. India also facilitated the training of Afghan personnel in flight
mechanic airframe and flight mechanic engine courses, and in radio
technician course as well.® This was perhaps the first major capacity building
project India had undertaken in Afghanistan.

To assist the nascent Ariana Afghan Airlines, established in 1955, India
de-registered four Dakota aircraft, then operating as a private air service in
India, for relocation to Afghanistan.” By the mid-1950s, India had begun
training Afghan personnel in organising small scale and cottage industries,
such as handloom and textiles, salt extraction, milk production and
distribution, etc. India donated Ambar Charkhas to the Afghan Government
in 1958 and deputed instructors to train the Afghan personnel in its use. India
also welcomed Afghan musicians for training with the All India Radio (AIR)
under the Cultural Scholarship Scheme instituted by the Government of India,
and other Afghan personnel for training in India under the UN Fellowship
Schemes.?

Interestingly, during 1955-56, in perhaps the first instance of the two
countries extending humanitarian relief to each other, the Afghan Red
Crescent Society dispatched clothes for flood victims in India, and the Indian
Red Cross Society donated a sum for the flood victims in Afghanistan. In June
1956, India dispatched relief material consisting of 2,800 blankets and 5,000
shirts for the victims of earthquake in Afghanistan.’

The two countries entered into a trade arrangement in September 1962,
whereby Afghanistan agreed to export fruits (dry and fresh), asafoetida,
cumin seeds, hides and skins, and medicinal herbs to India. India on its part
agreed to export textiles (cotton, woollen, silk, handloom fabrics, etc.), food
products (confectionary, tea, coffee, spices, dried and salted fish, preserved
mango and vegetable products, tapioca, cane jaggery, etc.), agricultural
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products, chemical products and soaps, pharmaceuticals, engineering and
electrical goods, household and building requirements, hardware, rubber and
leather manufactures, handicraft and cottage industry products, and several
other miscellaneous products to Afghanistan.'® Several of these items are still
being traded between the two countries.

In the 1960s, a common policy of non-alignment and Afghanistan’s
“friendly neutrality” brought India and Afghanistan closer. The signing of the
‘Agreement on Cultural Relations’ in October 1963 could be regarded as a
high point in the early years of the India—Afghanistan relations, for it
institutionalised the people-to-people contacts between the two countries for
a long time to come.

The 1963 treaty sought to ‘further strengthen the ancient cultural bonds
between the two countries’ by exchanging, teachers, scientists, and members
of cultural institutions; instituting fellowships and scholarships for scholars
and students; facilitating the training of government employees in scientific,
technical and industrial institutions; promoting intellectual exchange and
encouraging collaboration between scientific, artistic, literary and other
learned societies and organisations; establishing chairs in universities and
other institutions of higher learning; and disseminating information through
books and periodicals, exhibition of films, and through radio broadcasts.!!
Later, Indian archaeological experts were deputed to work with their Afghan
counterparts for the restoration and preservation of the historical monuments
in Bamyan.

Soon thereafter, Indian President Dr S. Radhakrishnan paid a five-day
state visit to Kabul from 5 June to 10 June 1966. India initiated its second
major project in Afghanistan when Indian Vice President Zakir Husain laid
the foundation stone for the construction of a 100-bed children’s hospital in
Kabul during his state visit from 10 July to 15 July 1966. However, the project
was delayed due to Pakistan’s refusal to provide India with overland transit
facility to Afghanistan after the 1965 war. To overcome logistical challenges
posed by it, India and Afghanistan worked to further strengthen the air
connectivity between the two countries. In addition to the Srinagar—Kabul air
service, Indian Airlines launched a weekly air service between Amritsar and
Kabul in September 1967. India also deputed pilots and engineers to help
Afghanistan improve its domestic air connectivity.'?

During Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s five-day state visit to Afghanistan
from 5 June to 10 June 1969, the two countries decided to set up a ministerial-
level joint commission to explore prospects of cooperation in economic,
technical and cultural fields. The joint communiqué issued identified scope
for collaboration in the fields of irrigation, power, agriculture, small scale
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industries, education and culture. India agreed to send technical experts to
work on small irrigation projects in Afghanistan.'® Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi also visited Bamyan and Salang Pass during her state visit.

During 1968-69, India allocated Rs. 92.5 lakhs for the setting up of the
children’s hospital in Kabul. India also decided to present agricultural
implements worth Rs. 1.7 lakhs to the Afghan Government. India provided
jeeps with trailers to assist the Indian irrigation experts conducting surveys in
Afghanistan under the Colombo Plan. Training was also provided to Afghan
personnel in flying and aircraft maintenance, and a number of Indian teachers
and doctors were deputed to Afghanistan.'* The increased air connectivity
received a further boost with the signing of the September 1975 “Trade Treaty’
between the two countries.'” With the change of regime in Kabul following
the April 1978 coup, another trade treaty was signed between the two
countries.'®

As stated earlier, the January 1950 ‘Treaty of Friendship’ was followed
by a series of treaties as bilateral engagements and with it the people-to-
people contacts expanded and deepened. By the 1960s, Afghanistan was
among the leading beneficiaries of the exchange programmes administered
by the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR).!” Similarly, by the 1970s
and the 1980s, Afghanistan had emerged as a leading beneficiary of the Indian
Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) Programme. '8

India continued to provide humanitarian assistance, particularly food
assistance, to the people of Afghanistan as the country plunged into a civil
war in the 1990s. India was among the last countries to vacate its embassy in
September 1996, when Kabul first fell to the Taliban forces. Interestingly, the
imprint of certain aspects of India’s earlier capacity building and aid and
assistance programmes can be seen in its post-2001 engagement with
Afghanistan and its people.

Post 2001*

The overthrow of the isolated Taliban regime at the end of 2001 opened
avenues of unprecedented international engagement in Afghanistan for the
next almost two decades. India formally reopened its embassy on 22
December 2001, the day Hamid Karzai was sworn in as the Chairman of the
Afghan Interim Administration. In the following years, India emerged as a
leading development partner of Afghanistan, with hundreds of Indian-

* This section has been drawn from the author’s recently published monograph on the subject.
For a more detailed analysis, see Vishal Chandra, Afghans in Need: Positing India’s Continued
Engagement with Afghanistan, MP-IDSA Monograph Series, No. 88, October 2024, at
https://www.idsa.in/publisher/system/files/page/2015/monograph-88.pdf.
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sponsored development projects spread across the country. India’s
development and capacity building projects in Afghanistan were notably
broad-based, multi-sectoral, and abidingly people-oriented. India’s Afghan
outreach traversed the remarkably diverse social—cultural and geographical
landscape of the country.

India’s engagement in post-2001 Afghanistan can be categorised mainly
under five heads: (i) large infrastructure projects; (ii) small community
development projects;'® (iii) capacity building projects, including special
scholarship/fellowship and customised training programmes instituted for
Afghan students, government officials and professionals; (iv) humanitarian
aid and assistance, mainly comprising supply of food grains and lifesaving
drugs, and more recently, the India-made COVID vaccines, and also delivery
of emergency relief material in times of natural calamities; and (e) promoting
Afghan trade through improved connectivity, particularly the development of
Shahid Beheshti Terminal at Chabahar Port in Iran and the setting up of the
India—Afghanistan Air Freight Corridor.

During 2001-2021, India—Afghanistan relations were also characterised
by aregular exchange of high-level visits, including visits by heads of the two
states, and consultative mechanisms instituted at various levels. Having
committed development assistance worth US$ 3 billion to Afghanistan during
the period, India was said to have emerged as the largest regional donor and
the fifth-largest donor globally.?

India’s Development and Humanitarian Outreach

Indian development projects in Afghanistan covered a wide range of critical
sectors, including power transmission, hydroelectricity, road construction,
agriculture, irrigation, industry, telecommunication, transport, information
and broadcasting, education, healthcare, water supply, rural development, and
institutional capacity building. It ranged from:

1. Constructing the new Afghan Parliament building?' in Kabul to
supporting the establishment of first of its kind Afghanistan National
Agricultural Sciences and Technology University (ANASTU)? in
Kandahar.

2. Constructing the 218 km Zaranj—Delaram Road, linking the south-
western section of Afghanistan’s national highway to the Iranian
border,” to constructing basic health clinics/centres and school
buildings across various provinces to providing artificial limbs (or
the Jaipur foot) for Afghan amputees from landmine blasts.?*

3. Renovating, equipping and upgrading the 400-bed Indira Gandhi
Institute of Child Health (IGICH)* in Kabul to extending financial
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assistance to the Afghan Red Crescent Society (ARCS) for the
treatment of Afghan children suffering from congenital heart disease
(CHD).*

4. Constructing the 202 km, 220 kilovolt (kV) double-circuit power
transmission line from Pul-e-Khumri to capital Kabul, and a
220/110/20 kV substation at Chimtala,*” to building multipurpose 42
megawatt Afghan—India Friendship Dam (Salma Dam)® in western
Afghanistan.

5. Providing regular wheat assistance to augment Afghanistan’s food
reserves in times of drought to sending millions of doses of India-
made COVID vaccines for the Afghan people, including the Afghan
refugees in Iran.

6. Donating hundreds of buses for urban transport, utility vehicles for
city municipalities and military vehicles for the Afghan National
Army to gifting three airbus aircraft to Ariana Afghan Airlines.

7. Restoring telecommunication infrastructure in provinces to
expanding national TV network by providing an uplink from Kabul
and downlinks in all 34 provincial capitals.

8. Renovating the iconic Habibia School® to restoring the historic Stor
Palace® in Kabul.

9. Digging tube/bore wells and solar electrification in villages to
building a cold storage facility in Kandahar.’!

10. Training Afghan military cadets and officers, including women
cadets, to providing scholarships for thousands of Afghan students
and professionals at its institutions.

Thus, all along, India was a part of Afghanistan’s endeavour to make up for
the decades lost to wars and instability. Here it is important to also briefly
mention that Indian diplomatic and project personnel often lost their lives to
violent attacks by elements opposed to the Indian presence and its
development cooperation with the “Islamic Republic of Afghanistan”. In a
deadly suicide attack on the Indian Embassy in Kabul on 7 July 2008, Indian
defence attaché and counsellor were killed along with two Indian security
personnel and more than 50 Afghan people waiting for their visa.*? Similarly,
11 Indian (six in terrorist attacks and five in accident) and 126 Afghan lives
were lost during the construction of the 218 km Zaranj—Delaram Road linking
the Herat—Kandahar Highway to the Afghanistan—Iran border. The road was
said to have reduced the travel time between the two points from about 12—
14 hrs to just over two hours.*?
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Special Scholarship and Training Programmes

As stated earlier, India’s “people-centric” development projects traversed the
geography and demography of the country. The same could be said for India’s
training and capacity-building programmes, including the ICCR administered
Special Scholarship Scheme and the ITEC administered Fellowship
Programme for Afghan Nationals implemented since April 2006, and the
Department of Agricultural Research and Education (DARE) and the Indian
Council for Agricultural Research (ICAR) administered Fellowship
Programme for Afghan Nationals since 2010-11, all of which benefitted a
cross-section of Afghan students and professionals.

India allocated 1,000 slots per year for Afghan students under the ICCR
Special Scholarship Scheme, with additional 500 scholarships for the
children/dependents of Afghan military martyrs implemented since 2018-19;
625 slots per year under the ITEC Fellowship Programme; and 614 slots on
agricultural studies under the DARE-ICAR India—Afghanistan Fellowship
Programme since 2010-11. Another 25 slots were allocated annually to
Afghanistan for short-term training programmes under the Technical
Cooperation Scheme (TCS) of the Colombo Plan.

India also deputed its civil servants under the UNDP’s Capacity for
Afghan Public Administration (CAP) Programme to assist in developing the
administrative capacities of the various Afghan institutions. India was a major
contributor to the World Bank’s Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund
(ARTF) and the UNDP’s National Institution Building Programme (NIBP) in
Afghanistan.

Indian foreign ministry’s annual report of 2020-21 informed that since
2006, more than 10,000 Afghan students, including 3,000 Afghan women
students, had benefitted from the ICCR Special Scholarship Scheme.** The
annual short-term ITEC training programmes included areas, such as:
information technology; communication; English language proficiency;
human resource planning and development; geo-informatics; textile mills
management; development journalism; women’s empowerment; and
promotion of micro-enterprises.

By 2018-19, India was annually offering about 3,500 scholarships and
training slots to the Afghan nationals and over 15,000 Afghan students were
studying in India.*> Afghan diplomats were also attending training courses at
India’s Foreign Service Institute (FSI), now Sushma Swaraj Institute of
Foreign Service (SSIFS), since early 2002.%¢ Just a month before the fall of
the Ashraf Ghani government in August 2021, the SSIFS conducted the
Eighth Special Course for Diplomats from Afghanistan from 5 July to 17 July
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2021. In all, 25 Afghan diplomats, including three women diplomats,
participated in it.*” By July 2021, 218 Afghan diplomats had undergone
training courses at SSIFS, New Delhi.*

‘New Development Partnership’

In September 2017, India and Afghanistan agreed to initiate a ‘New
Development Partnership’ comprising 116 High-Impact Community
Development Projects (HICDPs) in critical areas such as education, health,
agriculture, irrigation, flood control, micro-hydropower, drinking water,
sanitation, renewable energy, rural development, and capacity building.
These projects were to be implemented across 31 provinces of Afghanistan.
India further agreed to provide grant-in-aid assistance for the following:

e Building the Shatoot Dam that would provide potable drinking water
to over 2 million Kabul residents and facilitate irrigation in the
neighbouring districts;

e Building a low-cost housing project for the returning Afghan
refugees in eastern Nangarhar Province;

e Improving the road connectivity to Band-e-Amir in central Bamiyan
Province;

e Building a water supply network for Charikar city in Parwan
Province;

e Establishment of a gypsum board manufacturing plant in Kabul; and

e Construction of a polyclinic in Mazar-e-Sharif, capital of northern
Balkh Province.

India also agreed to further extend the ICCR Special Scholarship Scheme for
Afghan Nationals by another five years (2017-22); initiate the implementa-
tion of 500 scholarships for graduate studies in India for the next-of-kin of
Afghan military martyrs from the academic year 2018-19; expand the
medical assistance for Afghan military personnel; explore ways to strengthen
ANASTU, the first agricultural university of its kind in Afghanistan; extend
assistance to Afghanistan in applications of remote sensing technology,
including in agriculture and resource management; and to host India—
Afghanistan Days of Culture to promote cultural and people-to-people
contacts.*

Air Freight Corridor & Chabahar Port Development

In view of Pakistan’s continued intransigence on the issue of extending
overland transit facility to India, which had long hampered and undermined
prospects of inter and intra-regional trade and connectivity in the region, India
and Afghanistan established an Air Freight Corridor in June 2017, connecting
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Kabul and Kandahar to New Delhi to leverage the bilateral trade and provide
Afghan goods with direct access to the Indian and other South Asian
markets.*’ Subsequently, the air corridor was extended to include other
Afghan and Indian cities.

By the latter half of 2020, more than 1,000 flights bringing Afghan goods
to India had been conducted.*! The main items of Afghan exports through the
air corridor were dried fruits and nuts (mainly, dried raisin, walnut, almond,
fig, pine nuts, pistachios and dried apricots); fresh fruits (mainly,
pomegranate, apple, apricot, cherry, melon and watermelon); saffron; heeng
(asafoetida); and medicinal herbs and spices.

At a broader regional level, India has been committed to developing and
expanding the capacities of the Chabahar Port, located in the south-eastern
Sistan and Baluchestan Province of Iran, as part of its efforts to improve the
North—South regional connectivity and trade and provide landlocked
Afghanistan and Central Asia with an alternative and a shorter access route to
sea. According to a dry run study report published by the Federation of Freight
Forwarders’ Associations in India, the Chabahar Port is said to be 247 nautical
miles (nm) closer than Bandar Abbas to India and 80 km closer to the Afghan
border, which reduces the sea and land transport time to Afghanistan.*?

According to the India Ports Global Limited (IPGL),* which is
responsible for equipping and operating the Shahid Beheshti Port Terminal at
Chabahar, the port is barely 550 nm from the Kandla Port (renamed
Deendayal Port) in the western Gujarat State and 786 nm from Mumbai in the
western Maharashtra State of India. It is Iran’s only oceanic port with direct
access to the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. This also means that the port
is least likely to be impacted by any challenges posed by developments in the
Persian Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz.

On 23 May 2016, Iran, India and Afghanistan entered into a trilateral
‘Agreement on the Establishment of an International Transport and Transit
Corridor’ or the ‘Chabahar Agreement’. The agreement was signed in Tehran
in the presence of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Iranian President
Hassan Rouhani and Afghan President Ashraf Ghani. India also committed a
total grant assistance of $85 million and a credit facility of $150 million for
the development of the Shahid Beheshti Terminal at the Chabahar Port. Later,
India supplied six mobile harbour cranes (two 140 tonnes and four 100 tonnes
capacity) and other equipment worth $25 million.*

The key objectives of the Chabahar Agreement were: to ‘create a reliable
transport corridor for the smooth transport and transit of goods and passengers
through Chabahar Port’ among the three countries; ‘increase the efficiency of



Seven Decades of Indian Aid and Assistance to Afghanistan 243

the transport corridor aimed at optimizing transport costs’; ‘attract transit of
goods and passengers of other countries through the international transport
and transit corridors’; and ‘facilitate access to international markets by using

land, sea and/or air transportation through Chabahar Port’.*

It was stated in April 2023 that since IPGL took over the operations of
the Shaheed Beheshti Terminal at Chabahar in December 2018, India had
despatched a total of 2.5 million tonnes of wheat and 2,000 tonnes of pulses
through the port to Afghanistan.*® India sent its first shipment of over 16,308
metric tonnes of wheat through the port to Afghanistan on 29 October 2017
from the Kandla Port.*’ The shipment finally arrived in Afghanistan’s western
Nimroz Province, bordering Iran, on 11 November.*® It came just months after
India acceded to the Customs Convention on the International Transport of
Goods Under Cover of TIR Carnets (TIR Convention) on 15 June 2017.

The first shipment of cargo from Afghanistan under the TIR Convention,
routed through the Chabahar Port, arrived at India’s Nhava Sheva and Mundra
ports on 13 March 2019. It was flagged off on 24 February from Zaranj,
capital of Nimroz Province bordering Iran. It was said that the shipment
contained 570 tonnes of dried fruits, textiles, carpets and other goods carried
by 23 vehicles.* Subsequently, Afghanistan sent four more consignments
through the Chabahar Port in 2019.% In all, Afghanistan shipped almost 700
tonnes of agricultural and mineral products to India through the Chabahar Port
in 2019.%!

According to the Indian foreign ministry’s annual report of 2022-23, since
December 2018, the IPGL-operated terminal at Chabahar Port had handled
255 vessels, 16,250 twenty-foot equivalent unit of containers and 5 million
tonnes of bulk and general cargo from various countries.’> Besides shipments
from India, the port also handled shipments and trans-shipments from Russia,
Brazil, Thailand, Germany, France, Ukraine, Oman, Romania, Bangladesh,
Australia, Kuwait, Uzbekistan and the United Arab Emirates.’®> Afghanistan’s
first shipment of dried fruits to Tianjin Port in China and Iran’s first shipment
of aquatic products to Thailand were sent via the Chabahar Port.* The port
was integrated with a free trade zone in April 2020.

Prior to it, the joint statement issued at the end of Iranian President Rouhani’s
visit to New Delhi in February 2018 had stressed on the need to include
Chabahar Port within the framework of the International North—South
Transport Corridor (INSTC).>> In March 2021, Indian External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar proposed the inclusion of the Chabahar Port in the
7,200 km-long multi-modal India—Iran—Russia INSTC, linking the Indian
Ocean and the Persian Gulf to the Caspian Sea via Iran and onward to
Northern Europe via St. Petersburg in Russia.* It basically seeks to provide
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sea access mainly to the landlocked Central Asian and Eurasian economies
(see map below). In March 2021, External Affairs Minister Jaishankar also
welcomed Afghanistan and Uzbekistan to join the 13-member INSTC.

Map 1: Route of Chabahar-INSTC
(Map not to scale)
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Bilateral Trade

The India—Afghanistan bilateral trade crossed US$ 1 billion in 2017-18, with
Indian exports to Afghanistan standing at $709.75 million and imports from
Afghanistan at $433.78 million. Between 2015-16 and 2019-20, Indian
exports to Afghanistan grew by over 89 per cent and imports by 72 per cent.*
The air freight corridor established in late 2017 contributed to the rise in
bilateral trade. The total bilateral trade finally crossed US$ 1.5 billion in
2019-20, with Indian exports standing at US$ 997.58 million and imports
from Afghanistan at US$ 529.84 million (for details, see Table 1).
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Table 1: India—Afghanistan Trade: FY 2015-16 to FY 2020-21

(In US$ million)
S. No. Year 2015-16 |2016-17 [2017-18 |2018—19 |2019-20 |2020-21
1. |Export to 526.60 (506.34  [709.75 715.44 997.58  [825.78
Afghanistan
2. |% Growth 24.62 -3.85 40.17 0.80 39.43 -17.22
3. |Import from 307.90 29290  [433.78 435.44 529.84  [509.49
Afghanistan
4. |% Growth 17.56 -4.87 48.10 0.38 21.68 -3.84
5. |Total Trade 834.50 |799.24  [1,143.53 [1,150.89 [1,527.42 |1,335.27
6.  |% Growth 21.92 -4.22 43.08 0.64 32.72 -12.58
7. |Trade Balance [218.70 [213.44 |275.97 280.00 467.74  [316.29

Source: Data drawn from Country-wise Export Import Data Bank, DGCI&S, Department of
Commerce, Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Government of India, at
https://www.commerce.gov.in/trade-statistics/.

Assistance during Pandemic

In 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic, India had undertaken the supply of
5 lakh tablets of Hydroxy-chloroquinine, 1 lakh tablets of Paracetamol, and
50,000 pairs of surgical gloves to the Afghan Government.” In February 2021,
India supplied 500,000 doses of India-made Covishield vaccine (Serum
Institute of India) to help Afghanistan combat the pandemic. It was said that
the first stage of mass vaccination in Afghanistan began on 23 February 2021
with the arrival of the Indian vaccine. Another 468,000 doses of India-made
Covishield vaccine were supplied by COVAX on 8 March 2021, making
Afghanistan the first Central Asian country to receive the vaccine through
COVAX.® On 1 January 2022, India supplied the second batch of 500,000
doses of India-made COVID vaccine (Covaxin by Bharat Biotech) to
Afghanistan.%! It was sent through Iran’s Mahan Air and handed over to
IGICH in Kabul.

In November 2020, Indian External Affairs Minister Jaishankar
announced the launch of Phase-IV of the Indian community development
projects in Afghanistan, which included around 150 projects worth US$ 80
million.® It is to be noted that since 2005, three phases of small community-
based development projects funded by Indian grants had been implemented.
Under Phase I and II implemented during 2005-09, US$ 20 million was
provided for undertaking 116 projects. Under Phase III launched in 2012,
funding of US$ 100 million was provided for 420 projects of which 350 had
been completed.®
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By the end of 2020, Indian had implemented more than 400 small
community development projects spread across Afghanistan, with another
150 such projects planned in the next phase; supplied about 75,000 metric
tonnes of wheat (April-September 2020) and more than 20 tonnes of life
saving medicines and other equipment, through the Chabahar Port, to assist
the Afghan people in addressing the COVID pandemic; and more than 65,000
Afghan students were said to have studied in India.** Afghanistan had also
opened its second consulate in Hyderabad, in addition to the one in Mumbai,
in January 2020.

Post 2021

At the time of the regime change in Kabul in August 2021, India had several
ongoing development projects spread across the country; several thousands
of Afghan nationals were studying on special scholarship/fellowship schemes
or were visiting for medical treatment or business purposes in India; and
Afghan military officers and cadets were undergoing training at Indian
military institutions.

In keeping with its “people-centric” approach towards Afghanistan, India,
within weeks of the power shift in Kabul, decided to resume the humanitarian
aid and assistance to the Afghan people. In the coming years, as the
humanitarian crisis deepened in Afghanistan, India further augmented its
humanitarian outreach to its longest standing partner in the country, the
people of Afghanistan.

While India had put its grant-in-aid development projects in Afghanistan
on hold after the Taliban takeover, it continued with its humanitarian aid and
assistance programmes and also special scholarship/fellowship schemes for
Afghan students who were already enrolled in Indian educational institutes
and were based in India.

India deputed a team of officials and staff at its embassy in Kabul in June
2022 to monitor and coordinate its humanitarian aid and assistance, and in
due course, resume its development outreach to the Afghan people. India
continued to annually allocate budget of Rs 200 crore (budget estimate) for
‘Aid to Afghanistan’ and Rs 100 crore for the Chabahar Project; bilateral trade,
including through the land route, too continued, and as per the World Bank’s
reports, India remains the second largest export market for Afghan products;
and there are also charter flights, scheduled and non-scheduled, carrying
passengers and goods from Afghanistan to India. Recently, India also
announced a new visa service for Afghan nationals under six categories—
business visa, student visa, medical visa, medical attendant visa, entry visa,
and UN diplomat visa.
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In perhaps the first official enunciation of India’s policy approach
towards post-August 2021 Afghanistan, India’s External Affairs Minister
Jaishankar while speaking at the UN on 13 September 2021 stated that India’s
approach has always been guided and will continue to be guided by its
historical friendship with the people of Afghanistan, and that India is willing
to stand by the Afghan people as it has in the past. He identified
‘normalisation of regular commercial operations of Kabul airport’ and
‘efficient logistics’ as critical to creating an enabling environment for speedy
and effective delivery of relief assistance to the Afghan people. It is essential
that ‘humanitarian assistance providers are accorded unimpeded, unrestricted
and direct access to Afghanistan.” He added that only the UN has the capacity
to ensure ‘a non-discriminatory distribution of humanitarian assistance across
all sections of the Afghan society.”®

By early October 2021, India was exploring the possibility of dispatching
humanitarian assistance consisting of 50,000 metric tonnes of wheat and
essential medical supplies via Pakistan land route to Afghanistan.®® A bulk of
the UN country team was also back by September to coordinate the
distribution of humanitarian aid and assistance to the people in Afghanistan.
As Pakistan Government continued to drag its feet on the Indian proposal,
Acting Taliban Foreign Minister Muttaqi took up the issue with then Pakistan
Prime Minister Imran Khan during his visit to Islamabad in November 2021.
In his meeting with Imran Khan on 12 November, Muttaqi requested that the
Indian wheat be allowed to be transported via Pakistan to Afghanistan. After
much delay, Pakistan agreed to briefly allow Indian wheat assistance to be
transported via land route to Jalalabad on an exceptional basis. Afghanistan’s
official state news agency Bakhtar stated in January 2022 that the
transportation of Indian wheat assistance had to be suspended many times due
to Pakistani restrictions.”” Much of the wheat assistance had to be later
transported to Afghanistan through the Chabahar Port.

Delhi Declaration

On 10 November 2021, India hosted Delhi Regional Security Dialogue on
Afghanistan in line with its call for ‘a unified international response to address
the security and humanitarian challenges facing Afghanistan.” The dialogue,
third in series, brought together the national security advisors/secretaries of
security councils of Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Russia, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Pakistan and China refused to participate in

the regional dialogue. The first two rounds were hosted by Iran in 2018 and
2019.%8
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The Delhi Declaration on Afghanistan issued at the end of the dialogue
emphasised that ‘Afghanistan’s territory should not be used for sheltering,
training, planning or financing any terrorist acts’; called for a ‘collective
cooperation against the menace of radicalization, extremism, separatism and
drug trafficking in the region’; noted that the ‘United Nations has a central
role to play in Afghanistan’; emphasised the importance of ‘ensuring that the
fundamental rights of women, children and minority communities are not
violated’; underlined ‘the need to provide urgent humanitarian assistance to
the people of Afghanistan’; and reiterated that ‘humanitarian assistance
should be provided in an unimpeded, direct and assured manner to
Afghanistan’ and the assistance should be distributed ‘in a non-discriminatory
manner across all sections of the Afghan society.”® In December 2021, India
also supported the UN Security Council resolution to grant exemption from
sanctions for humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan.

First Official Indian Delegation in Kabul

On 2 June 2022, India for the first time since the Taliban takeover sent a multi-
member team to Kabul. It was led by the Joint Secretary of PAI (Pakistan,
Afghanistan and Iran) Division in the Indian Ministry of External Affairs, J.P.
Singh. According to the ministry’s press release, the team was in Kabul to
oversee the delivery operations of India’s humanitarian assistance to
Afghanistan.”’ The Indian delegation visited the Indira Gandhi Institute of
Child Health and the Habibia School in Kabul, both renovated by India, and
the power substation built by the Power Grid Corporation of India at Chimtala
near Kabul.

The visiting Indian delegation met senior members of the Taliban,
including Acting Afghan Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi and Acting
Deputy Foreign Minister Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanekzai, to discuss
further Indian assistance for the Afghan people. The delegation also met the
representatives of international agencies like World Health Organisation and
World Food Programme involved in the distribution of Indian humanitarian
assistance.”! According to the Bakhtar News Agency, Muttaqi described the
visit of the Indian delegation as a “good start” towards the restoration of
diplomatic and trade ties ‘between the two friendly countries.” He was also
said to have stressed on ‘India resuming its stalled projects in
Afghanistan...and providing consular services to Afghans, primarily for
students and travellers.” It was further stated that ‘both sides agreed to boost
bilateral trade...and work on mutual interests.””

Interestingly, just about a week before, Indian National Security Adviser
Ajit Doval in his address at the Fourth Regional Security Dialogue on
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Afghanistan, held in Dushanbe on 27 May 2022, had reportedly stressed the
need ‘to enhance capability of Afghanistan to counter terrorism and terrorist
groups which pose a threat regional peace and security’. He was also said to
have stated that ‘the foremost priority should be the right to life and a
dignified living as well as protection of human rights of all the people in
Afghanistan’; emphasised ‘the need for representation of all sections of
Afghan society including women and minorities so that the collective energies
of the largest possible proportion of the Afghan population feel motivated to
contribute to nation building’; and argued that the ‘provision of education to
girls and employment to women and youth will ensure productivity and spur
growth’ and ‘have a positive social impact including discouraging radical
ideologies among youth.” On India’s relationship with Afghanistan, he was
said to have stated that ‘India was and is an important stakeholder in
Afghanistan.” India’s ‘special relationship with the people of Afghanistan
over centuries will guide India’s approach’ and ‘nothing can change this.’”

Indian Technical Team in Kabul

On 22 June 2022, a massive earthquake hit eastern Afghanistan leading to a
huge loss of lives and property, mostly in the provinces of Paktika and Khost.
India as a first responder had immediately dispatched two Indian Air Force
aircraft with over 27 tonnes of emergency relief assistance consisting of
essential supplies, including family ridge tents, sleeping bags, blankets,
sleeping mats, etc., for the affected people, in coordination with the UN Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and the Afghan Red Crescent
Society.”

The same day, on 22 June, India deployed a technical team at its embassy
in Kabul to ‘closely monitor and coordinate the efforts of various stakeholders
for the effective delivery of humanitarian assistance’ to the Afghan people.
The Indian Ministry of External Affairs in its press release stated that India’s
future approach to Afghanistan will continue to be guided by its ‘longstanding
links with Afghan society’ and ‘development partnership including

humanitarian assistance for the people of Afghanistan’.”

In October 2022, it was reported that the two countries would soon
reactivate the air freight corridor and that India would extend technical
support to the Afghan Central Bank or Da Afghanistan Bank.”® In November,
it was reported that the head of the Indian technical team based in Kabul met
the acting Taliban urban development minister and that India may resume
work on 20 stalled development projects in various parts of Afghanistan.”
The Taliban minister was also said to have invited Indian investments in the
urban and housing sector, especially in the New Kabul City project.”
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Interestingly, in March 2023, there were reports about Taliban officials
participating, for the first time, in a four-day online ITEC course on
‘Immersing with Indian Thoughts,” conducted by the Indian Institute of
Management in Kozhikode (IIM-K). The institute confirmed that 18 Afghan
participants had attended the online course.” The ITEC programme was
aimed at facilitating ‘a deeper understanding and appreciation of India’s
business environment’ and providing ‘participants an opportunity to
experience and learn about India’s economic environment, regulatory
ecosystem, leadership insights, social and historical backdrop, cultural
heritage, legal and environmental landscape, consumer mind-sets and
business risks.” The programme was said to be open to government officials,
business leaders, senior managers and executives from all countries.*

Indian Participation in Regional Cooperation Conference in Kabul

India participated in a regional conference hosted by the Taliban-led Afghan
Ministry of Foreign Affairs on 29 January 2024. Termed as ‘Afghanistan’s
Regional Cooperation Initiative,” the conference was chaired by Acting
Foreign Minister Muttaqi. It brought together special representatives and
diplomats of several neighbouring and regional countries, including Russia,
China, Iran, Pakistan, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tiirkiye and Indonesia, besides India. Muttaqi in his address emphasised the
need to establish a ‘region-centric narrative’ that is ‘aimed at developing
regional cooperation for a positive and constructive engagement between
Afghanistan and regional countries.”®! In a report posted on the Taliban’s
official website, the Indian representative at the conference was said to have
stated that ‘India actively engages in international and regional initiatives
concerning Afghanistan, demonstrating its support for all endeavors aimed at
promoting stability and development in Afghanistan.’$?

Second Official Indian Delegation in Kabul

On 7 March 2024, India sent its second official delegation to Kabul, led by
then Joint Secretary (PAI) J.P. Singh. The official spokesperson of the Indian
Ministry of External Affairs in his weekly media briefing held on 8 March
informed that the Indian delegation held meetings with senior members of the
Afghan authorities. The delegation also met former President Hamid Karzai
and officials of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, and
interacted with members of the Afghan business community. The delegation
held discussions on India’s humanitarian assistance to the people of
Afghanistan and the use of Chabahar Port by Afghan traders.®

According to the press release issued by the Taliban-led Afghan Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Joint Secretary Singh in his meeting with Acting Foreign
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Minister Muttaqi referred to historical ties between the two countries and
conveyed India’s continued commitment to providing humanitarian
assistance to the people of Afghanistan. He was said to have further stated
that India seeks to expand ‘political and economic cooperation’ with
Afghanistan and ‘enhance trade through Chabahar Port’. Muttaqi expressed
gratitude for the humanitarian assistance provided by India and emphasised
his government’s ‘balanced foreign policy’ and stated that it wants to
‘strengthen political and economic relations’ with India. He also urged the
visiting senior Indian official to facilitate visa issuance for Afghan
businessmen, patients and students.3

It was clear from the statement issued and also from the Indian
delegation’s direct interaction with the Afghan businessmen, first since the
return of the Taliban to power, that the emphasis was on promoting bilateral
trade through the Chabahar Port. Due to the ongoing tensions with Pakistan,
leading to frequent disruptions in Afghan trade through the Pakistani land
routes, Kabul had been looking to its west to Iran and its ports, particularly
the Chabahar Port, to diversify Afghan trade and transit routes. It is to be
noted that on 13 May 2024, India Ports Global Limited and Ports and
Maritime Organization of Iran signed a long-term contract for the
development of Shahid Beheshti Port Terminal at the Chabahar Port. A year
earlier, in November 2013, Acting Taliban Deputy Prime Minister for
Economic Affairs Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar had visited Chabahar during
his official visit to Iran. Highlighting the significance of the Chabahar Port
for Afghanistan, his office had stated:

Connecting to Chabahar Port will grant Afghanistan access to markets
in Europe, the Middle East, India, and China, thereby strengthening
Afghanistan’s global relationships. Chabahar Port offers a more
efficient route, being tens of kilometers closer than Bandar Abbas and
hundreds of kilometers shorter than Karachi Port, resulting in
unprecedented reductions in export costs and transit times. Situated
strategically, Chabahar Port enables Afghanistan to establish new
trade and transit partnerships while connecting to international
markets with lower time and cost.®

Bilateral Trade Post 2021

After a brief interruption following the collapse of the government in Kabul
in August 2021, the trade between the two countries resumed. While the air
freight corridor was suspended, Afghan goods, mainly dry and fresh fruits,
and medicinal herbs and seeds, continued to arrive via land route at India’s
Attari integrated check post located on India—Pakistan border in the Amritsar
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District of the Indian state of Punjab. It is the only permissible land route for
direct trade with Pakistan, which remains suspended since 2019, and for
importing goods from Afghanistan to India. In 2023-24, Attari integrated
check post was said to have recorded its highest ever import of Afghan goods
since its opening in 2012.%¢ In July 2024, there were reports of Afghanistan
exporting onions from Kunar Province and cherries and apricots from Maidan
Wardak Province to India, through the land route via Pakistan.®’

Indian exporters too reportedly continued to send goods, particularly
sugar, via Karachi Port and onward through the land route to Afghanistan. As
it was not possible to do business through the Afghan banks, Dubai, where
most of the Afghan traders have been based, emerged as the payment hub.®
Meanwhile, in early May 2022, India also extended the relaxation of
fumigation regulations for import of agricultural commodities, including from
Afghanistan.

According to trade figures available on the website of the Indian
Department of Commerce, Ministry of Commerce and Industry, India’s total
bilateral trade with Afghanistan stood at $1 billion in 202425, with Indian
exports to Afghanistan at $319 million and imports from Afghanistan at $690
million. While India’s exports to Afghanistan have been declining since
2020-21, imports from Afghanistan have been growing (see Table 2).

Table 2: India—Afghanistan Trade: FY 2019-2020 to FY 2024-25

(In US$ million)
S. No. Year 2019-20 | 2020-21 | 2021-22 | 2022-23 | 2023-24 | 2024-25
1. |Export to 997.58 | 825.78 | 554.47 437.05 | 35545 | 31891
Afghanistan
2. |% Growth 39.43 -17.22 -32.85 -21.18 -18.67 -10.28
3.  |Import from | 529.84 | 509.49 | 510.93 452.81 642.29 | 689.81
Afghanistan
4. |% Growth 21.68 -3.84 0.28 -11.38 41.85 7.40
5. |Total Trade |1,527.42 | 1,335.27 | 1,065.40 | 889.85 | 997.74 | 1,008.72
6.  |% Growth 32.72 -12.58 -20.21 -16.48 12.12 1.10
7. |Trade Balance| 467.74 | 316.29 43.54 -15.76 | -286.84 | -370.90

Source: Data drawn from Country-wise Export Import Data Bank, DGCI&S, Department of
Commerce, Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Government of India, at
https://www.commerce.gov.in/trade-statistics/.

India’s Continued Humanitarian Aid and Assistance

Since 2021, India has provided 50,000 metric tonnes of wheat, 300 tonnes of
medical supplies, 100 million polio doses, 1.5 million doses of Covid vaccines,
28 tonnes of disaster relief aid, and 40,000 litres of Malathion pesticide to
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help fight the locust menace in Afghanistan. India has partnered with the
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) to help in the
rehabilitation of the drug-user population in Afghanistan, especially the
women drug users. In this regard, India has provided 11,000 units of female
hygiene kits that also included baby food, general-use hygiene kits, blankets,
clothing, footwear, medical aid and other miscellaneous items. These kits
were distributed at the UNODC run drug treatment centres across Afghanistan.
India has also supplied 500 units of winter clothing and donated 1.2 tonnes of
stationary kits for students at the Habibia School in Kabul which was earlier
renovated by India.®

Following the meeting held between Indian Foreign Secretary Vikram
Misri and Acting Taliban Foreign Minister Muttaqi on 8 January this year in
Dubai, India provided further humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan. Most
recently, in April 2025, India donated nearly 5 tonnes of life saving vaccines
to the Afghan Ministry of Public Health, to help the country prevent and
combat rabies, tetanus, hepatitis B, and influenza.”® In mid-May, India sent
food aid packages containing 11 food items, which were distributed by the
Kabul Refugee Affairs Directorate to about 5,000 Afghan returnee families.”!
At the end of May, India donated a consignment of 11,000 vital vaccine doses
to the Afghan Ministry of Public Health. The consignment included 5,500
doses of influenza vaccine and 5,500 doses of meningitis vaccine.”>

Online Scholarship Scheme for Afghans

In August 2023, ICCR sought to resolve the lingering issue of visa
issuance/extension facing the Afghan students by announcing that from the
academic year 2023-24, it will offer 1,000 scholarships annually to Afghan
students for various online undergraduate and postgraduate courses at the
participating India universities and institutions.”® According to the Indian
foreign ministry’s latest annual report of 2024-25, since 2023, the ICCR
scholarship scheme has provided online scholarships for 2,000 Afghan
students, including 580 female students, through the e-VidyaBharti portal.
The report also stated that India continues to offer online scholarships for
Afghan students in agriculture related fields in collaboration with ANASTU
in Kandahar.**

With India’s Bureau of Immigration rolling out a new visa service for
Afghan citizens end of April this year, which has six categories of visa,
including ‘student visa’ for Afghan ICCR scholarship awardees and for
Afghan students admitted in government educational institutes, the issue
stands resolved.”
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Towards Development Cooperation with Afghanistan

India has been patiently crafting its political and economic approach towards
the Taliban-led Afghanistan. Several rounds of interaction have taken place
in the recent months between senior Indian and Taliban foreign officials. The
Joint Secretary of PAI Division in the Indian Ministry of External Affairs, J.P.
Singh, following his visit to Kabul in March 2024, met Taliban’s chief
spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid on the sidelines of the Third UN meeting
on Afghanistan held on 30 June and 1 July 2024 in Doha. Mujahid was leading
the Taliban delegation to the UN meeting in Doha.

Joint Secretary Singh led another Indian delegation to Kabul a few
months later on 4-5 November 2024. Besides meeting Foreign Minister
Muttaqi and former President Karzai, he also met Acting Taliban Defence
Minster Mullah Mohammad Yaqoob, the son of Taliban’s founder Chief
Mullah Omar. This was the first such meeting between a senior Indian official
and Mullah Yaqoob.

According to the statement issued by the Afghan Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the discussions between Singh and Muttaqi focussed on
‘strengthening political & economic relations’ and ‘facilitating people-to-
people movement’ of the two countries. Muttaqi, similar to previous meetings,
underscored the need for improved visa facilitation for Afghans. He also
appreciated India’s humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan and
acknowledged India’s commitments in the development sector. Singh was
said to have stated that, in addition to humanitarian aid, ‘India has initiated
development assistance’ and ‘is currently engaged in technical discussions
with concerned Afghan authorities’. He was also said to have stated that
‘technical delegations from the region, including Afghanistan & India, would
convene to discuss operational frameworks for the Chabahar Port’ in the near
future and agreed ‘to further facilitate the visa process for Afghans.”*

Immediately following Joint Secretary Singh’s visit to Kabul, India
accepted a Taliban-appointed diplomat, Ikramuddin Kamil, a PhD holder
from the New-Delhi-based South Asian University and a deputy director rank
official in the Afghan foreign ministry, as the acting Afghan Consul General
in Mumbai.”” Also, a delegation from the Afghanistan Telecommunications
Regulatory Authority, led by its Director General Mawlvi Barat Shah Aga
Nadeem, visited New Delhi to attend the 25th Meeting of the South Asian
Telecommunication Regulators’ Council (SATRC-25) held from 11 to 13
November 2024.%

Soon thereafter, India’s Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri met Acting
Afghan Foreign Minister Muttagi on 8 January 2025 in Doha. The acting
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Taliban deputy ministers of commerce and transport were also said to be
present in the meeting. According to the press release of the Indian Ministry
of External Affairs, Foreign Secretary Misri ‘underlined India’s historic
friendship with the Afghan people’ and ‘the strong people to people contacts
between the two countries,” and ‘conveyed India’s readiness to respond to the
urgent developmental needs of the Afghan people’. The press release stated
that ‘India would consider engaging in development projects in the near future,
in addition to the ongoing humanitarian assistance programme.’ It further
stated that, in response to the request from the Afghan side, ‘India will provide
further material support in the first instance to the health sector and for the
rehabilitation of refugees’ and strengthen sports (cricket) cooperation. The
two sides also ‘agreed to promote the use of Chabahar port for supporting
trade and commercial activities’. The press release ended stating that the
Afghan side ‘underlined its sensitivities to India’s security concerns’ and

‘agreed to remain in touch and continue regular contacts at various levels’.*

The statement put out by the Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated
that Muttaqi referred to India as “a key regional & economic player” and
underlined Kabul’s desire to strengthen political and economic relations with
India. Referring to his government’s ‘balanced & economy-centric foreign
policy,’ he assured the Indian side that Afghanistan does not pose a threat to
any nation. He expressed gratitude for India’s humanitarian assistance and
hoped for raising the level of diplomatic relations with India and easing of
visa regime for Afghan businessmen, patients and students. It was further
stated that Foreign Secretary Misri appreciated the Taliban government’s
‘efforts in ensuring security, and combating narcotics and corruption in the
country’ and ‘emphasized India’s interest in expanding political & economic
relations with Afghanistan, and promoting trade through the Chabahar Port’.
The statement ended stating that the two sides ‘agreed to look into facilitating

trade & visa processes’.!?

Almost four months after Foreign Secretary Misri and Taliban Foreign
Minister Muttaqi met in Dubai, the new Joint Secretary of PAI Division in the
Indian Ministry of External Affairs, M. Anand Prakash, visited Kabul and met
Taliban Foreign Minister Muttaqi on 27 April 2025. His visit to Kabul
assumed significance in the light of the Taliban foreign ministry’s quick
condemnation of the 22 April terrorist attack in Pahalgam in Kashmir in
which 26 people were killed. According to the statement issued by the Afghan
Foreign Ministry, the two sides held discussions on ‘strengthening bilateral
political relations,” ‘enhancing trade and transit cooperation,” and exchanged
views on ‘recent regional developments’. Muttaqi highlighted ‘the favorable
environment for investment in Afghanistan’ and ‘encouraged Indian investors
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to seize the existing opportunities’. He also called for the ‘normalization of
visa issuance processes for businessmen, patients, and students’. Joint
Secretary was said to have °‘reiterated India’s intention to continue its
assistance to Afghanistan’ and ‘conveyed India’s interest in investing in
infrastructure projects, including the resumption of those initiatives that had
been previously halted’. Both sides were said to have stressed on ‘enhancing
bilateral engagements, streamlining visa procedures, promoting the exchange
of delegations, and strengthening cooperation in various fields’.!"!

Summing Up

India’s humanitarian and development assistance programmes in Afghanistan,
including capacity building programmes and small development projects,
have evolved over the decades. These programmes were conceptualised and
designed to cater to the diverse needs of the Afghan people, spanning the
length and breadth of the country. As a result, Indian presence and
engagement have mostly spanned a broad spectrum of socio-economic sectors
in Afghanistan.

Despite several rounds of attack on Indian diplomatic missions (embassy
and four consulates) and project personnel engaged on the ground, which
often lead to loss of both Indian and Afghan lives, and various logistical
challenges due to Pakistan blocking the overland transit access, India has
earlier successfully executed several large infrastructure and small
development projects across Afghanistan.

India has been sensitive and adaptive to the local conditions and
requirements and has innovatively sustained the people-to-people connect,
the most enduring link in the “Indo-Afghan” engagement, and fundamental to
India’s Neighbourhood First Policy. This is best reflected in India’s
humanitarian commitments to the people of Afghanistan, post-2021. The
Indian leadership has made it clear that India will continue to contribute to
non-discriminatory, broad-based efforts to help Afghan people tide over the
current crisis.

However, in the current scenario, for Afghanistan to have a sustainable
development processes, the Taliban regime will have to adopt a socially
inclusive approach to governance at various levels. It first needs to create an
enabling environment for a cross section of trained, qualified, and educated
Afghan workforce to return and contribute to the growth of the country.

Unlike in the 1990s, both regional countries and the broader international
community have decided against abandoning the Afghan people or isolating
the Taliban regime. However, the sustainability of such an approach in the
long-term would depend on the Taliban regime’s willingness to effectively
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address threat perceptions prevalent in the region, and also its ability to
appreciate nuances to state governance and international commitments, and
the responsibilities that come with it. It cannot be simply all about having
control over the territories and borders of the country and increasing
diplomatic footprint across continents.

Meanwhile, with an estimated over two million Afghans having returned
from Pakistan and Iran since September/October 2023, and with many more
still to follow, the humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan is unlikely to abate soon.
In such circumstances, it is all the more incumbent upon the Taliban regime
to create conducive environment for the flow of increased aid and assistance
to the most vulnerable and neediest among all sections of the Afghan
population. Kabul also urgently needs to create an enabling environment for
flow of foreign trade and investments.
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