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Afghanistan: the prospects and challenges ahead

The future of Afghanistan's government, institutions, citizens and security forces depend on
continued long-term support from the international community to build on gains made since 2001
and ensure that the Taliban do not return to power, according to Western officials and senior
Afghan media representatives. As NATO winds down its decade-long military operation next year,
the United Nations, the European Union and other backers must commit to staying the course and
help ease public fears that international efforts might falter, they said at the Security and Defence
Agenda debate entitled 'Afghanistan: the Prospects and Challenges Ahead'. Despite the ongoing
insurgency being waged by the Taliban and its Al-Qaeda linked cohorts, the participants expressed
cautious optimism that more progress is possible if the momentum is sustained.

"Every year disaster is predicted, yet in fact disaster has not happened", said Nicholas Williams,
Head of NATQ's Afghanistan Team. "Despite all the problems, there is a gradual, persistent and
perceptible movement forward, largely sustained by the will of the Afghan people to avoid the

chaos and disputes that they went through for 20-30 years".
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"Every year disaster is predicted, yet in fact disaster has not happened. Despite

"Clearly there is a demand for the international community to remain in Afghanistan. Leaving in a
rush is not an option, and this commitment is needed beyond 2014, for many years", said Shada
Islam, Head of Policy at the Friends of Europe think-tank.

"The EU has committed for the long term. The message is: we are here to stay, as your partner",
said Andreas Fischer-Barnicol, from the Afghanistan Desk at the European External Action Service
(EEAS).

More pessimistically, Danish Karokhel, the Director of Pajhwok Afghan News said: "There has been
a lot of effort on peace-building but no real positive change has been seen, and people don't trust
the peace process when there is a lack of progress. Everything is happening behind closed doors, so
how can people have faith in this?"
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“There has been a lot of effort on peace-building but no real positive change has
been seen... everything is happening behind closed doors, so how can people
. have faith in this?"

Danish Karokhel

International pledges

Speakers from NATO and the European Union underlined that the Western commitment to
Afghanistan would continue through 2014 and beyond, regardless of who takes power after April
2014, when landmark presidential and provincial council elections will be held. NATO, which has led
the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) since 2003, will step back from its leadership
position. But the Alliance will remain in-country playing a new, albeit more limited, role with a new
mission to help train and advise the Afghan security forces. The ISAF mission has been NATO's most
demanding operation ever, and it regularly tested solidarity among allies at odds over whether
everyone was carrying their fare share of the combat burden.

Williams said that NATO has been talking for a decade about the progress that can and is being
made in Afghanistan, and he warned against the trap of planning on the basis that there will be no
problems after 2014. He underlined, however, that NATO's planning for the post-2014 operation is
on track. "We have to be in a position at the end of this year to define the mission in sufficient
detail for our military authorities to go to certain nations and ask them to be specific about their
contributions from the 1st of January 2015, and we are still able to be in that position", he said.

While security is a key concern, the donor community must also step forward. The EU has pledged
to keep its assistance spending for Afghanistan at 200 million euros a year or above - around one
billion euros once member states’ contributions are factored in. Pending the overall budget
negotiations which will determine the Union's financial programming for the next seven years, it
should soon become clear whether Afghanistan's aid envelope can be maintained or increased.
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Respecting Afghan commitments

But both NATO and the EU insist that their efforts be matched by similar commitments from the
Afghan government, notably to fight corruption and terrorism and to bolster human rights,
particularly those of women. "There are expectations of reciprocity, of mutual accountability. The
new Afghan government after 2014 will have to fulfil its pledges on governance and reducing
corruption and improving the human rights of all its citizens", said Williams.

“The new Afghan government after 2014 will have to fulfil its pledges on
governance and reducing corruption and improving the human rights of all its
citizens."

Nick Williams

From the EU's perspective, the priorities are to establish sustainable models for governance and
security, to help safeguard a pluralistic society, to take credible action on reconciliation and the
peace process, and to provide public services, said Fischer-Barnicol.

There is a good base to build on. He noted that Afghans are healthier and better educated than a
decade ago, and that the struggle to uphold human rights is beginning to bear fruit. Even civilian
casualties have declined. The latest UN annual report showed that the killing of civilians declined by
12 percent in 2012. Such casualties are mostly inflicted by the insurgents, but the deaths of civilians
in NATO airstrikes have also undermined NATO's efforts to win support among the Afghan people.

"The key question is how to pursue such progress, and more importantly how to make it
sustainable in the future. The short answer to this question is: we might not be there yet", Fischer-
Barnicol said.

Implementation of the commitments made by both the international community and Afghanistan is
the priority. This includes translating the IMF reform programme into Afghan action, passing the
overdue electoral legislation, prosecuting the Kabul bank case, and reforming the judiciary.
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Polling Day 2014 - Top priority

Participants agreed that the top priority must be to carefully prepare for the elections in 2014,
which will see President Hamid Karzai step down. "The political transition is more important than
the security transition because it will lead our future", said Najibullah Amiri, Chief Editor at Salam
Watander radio. "We hope for good elections, but there are still many challenges, which means
they may not be fully free and fair. Certainly, we hope that with the support of the international
community they will be better than the last elections" four years ago.

"We need the electoral laws to be passed by parliament; we need a coherent
approach for preparing for voter registration, voter education, and coordination
of the international community. The clock is ticking. We have deadlines coming

n

up".
Andreas Fischer-Barnicol

Fischer-Barnicol said: "The most important thing in this context is the preparatory process for next
year's elections. We need the electoral laws to be passed by parliament, we need a coherent
approach for preparing for voter registration, voter education, and coordination of the international
community. The clock is ticking. We have deadlines coming up".

Other steps must then be taken to boost public faith in the peace process and to inject optimism
into the economy. Fischer-Barnicol underlined that a number of concrete deliverables could be
achieved in the short term by the Afghan government. This would build business confidence, and
help attract and retain foreign investment. Proposals to combat money laundering, terrorism and
terrorism financing could be implemented relatively quickly. "This is not rocket science", he said. On
top of that, draft value-added tax (VAT) and mining laws are close to completion. Further on the
horizon, judicial reform and a ten-year vision for police planning must be finalised and
implemented, and more work on the human rights commission is needed.

Khpolwak Sapai, Broadcasting Director at Shamshad TV, expressed concern that the 'blame games'
over politics and security between the government in Kabul and those in Washington, London and
Brussels have also undermined public trust. Not only that, he said, the disputes have an economic
cost, even causing the local currency to fluctuate. He noted also that property prices have dropped
30 percent in the just the last year, a sure sign of concern about the future.

The Watchdog Role

The media too has an important role to play. The number of outlets has grown considerably since
the last polls in 2009, and it is likely that they will have a big impact on these elections too, although
funding and access to information from the Afghan authorities remain major problems. These gains
could also be put in peril if donors stop funding the eyes and ears of the public.

"The media has lived a golden age in the time since the Taliban. The number of media has risen to
around 1,000 in just a few years. In the last elections, the media encouraged voter participation but
now there are lot of threats. Still, the transition in 2014 has become a very big media concern", said
Najiba Ayubi, the Director of Radio Killid.

Danish Karokhel, from Pajhwok Afghan News, said: "The Afghan media is keen to play a very
positive role, to publicise the peace efforts, but the problem is that we don't have any information.

The authorities are not prepared to talk to us, to share information with public".
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"The media has lived a golden age in the time since the Taliban. The number of
media has risen to around 1,000 in just a few years. In the last elections, the
media encouraged voter participation but now there are lot of threats.”

Najiba Ayubi

As far as the elections are concerned, Ayubi said that media coverage in 2009 was good in the
months leading up to the polls, during the election and immediately after. "Year by year, the
number of Afghan media outlets has been increasing, so in this election | think the coverage will be
even greater than before, and therefore the role of the media will be stronger than before", she
said.

Part of the media's work is to encourage people to turn out to vote. Amiri said experience from the
last elections showed that many Afghans don't actually know how to vote, and that this was
something the media needs to pick up on. He did note that Afghans trust the international
community when it comes to the work of the election commission, and he hopes that parliament
will give permission for experts and advisers to take part and help train and mentor Afghan
members.

What of the Taliban and women's rights?

The speakers thought it very unlikely that the Taliban would ever return to power. Neighbouring
Pakistan has increasingly expressed concern that any Taliban victory might create a haven for
militants to hide across the border, much as they have done in launching hit and run attacks on
Western forces from rear bases in northwest Pakistan. But the Afghan participants said they had
seen no concrete evidence of a shift in Islamabad's policy. "I'm sure that the Taliban don't have the
capability to take over Afghanistan again. We have good security forces now and good support from
the international community", said Amiri.

In the unlikely event that it should happen, women would be hit hard. "Women's rights are a major
concern for many Afghans, particularly if the Taliban return. The right they have to study in schools
could be lost again", warned Karokhel. His colleague Ayubi said that women suffered tremendously
under the Taliban's particularly strict and violent interpretation of Sharia law, but that they have
made a lot of progress under the new administration.
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Women are now active in social and political life. They have posts in business and work with the
media, taking on many higher quality jobs than in the past. "Every time an Afghan woman finds a
chance to participate, to get work, they succeed better than men. But the numbers who have this
opportunity are still very limited", she said. Many women live in villages far from Kabul and their lot
has changed little. Families still forbid many girls from going to school. She called for women to be
appointed to senior posts on projects in 2014 and beyond, and urged the authorities to make it
easier for women to stand for election. "Women have a lot of problems collecting signatures from
people. A woman has to collect 10,000 signatures to be able to stand as a candidate. This is very
difficult for women to do, it's not an easy job at all. They also need to have money to take part, and
that is not easy to get", she said.

“I'm sure that the Taliban don't have the capability to take over Afghanistan
again. We have good security forces now and good support from the
international community."

Najibullah Amiri

Future Afghan security

On the security side, the Afghan army and police will require significant international funding to
continue to function, even though the size of the force is being trimmed from initial estimates.
Amiri said the previous phase of the security transition from ISAF to the Afghan forces in mid-2012
was fraught with challenges, particularly the insurgent havens around Kandahar. But he noted that
the Afghan forces gained valuable experience, and he expressed hope that they will soon be able to
provide security on their own, as long as international support continues in the interim. He said
equipment shortages and failures were a major problem, and called for efforts to focus on building
up the Afghan air force, so that mountainous and distant rural areas can be protected.

Sapai, the Broadcasting Director at Shamshad TV, said that the size of the international force
remaining in-country was largely a symbolic issue. "What is important is for the international
community to say they are staying in Afghanistan. The number is not important, but the political
commitment is very, very important”, he said. He appeared unconcerned about an invasion by
forces from one of Afghanistan's neighbours, saying: "Foreign armies will never march into
Afghanistan, but they will use the insurgency as the tool to obtain their objectives in the country".

Some of the funding for the insurgency comes from the drug trade. Afghanistan is the world's
largest opium producer, and large quantities of the drug find their way to the streets of Europe and
the United States, but also into Russia and Afghanistan's neighbours, like Iran. Sapai said that efforts
have been stepped up to combat trafficking. Kabul has begun developing new projects to do this
with the international community, and some police officers are receiving training in Russia.
However, he warned: "It is very difficult for the government alone to stop the drug business. Drug
traffickers are more dangerous than ordinary insurgents, and it requires a combined effort to
combat them".

Ultimately, Afghanistan will require continued international support for many years to come,
whether it is to build up its institutions and economy or to enable the strife-torn country to defend
its own borders. 2014 is shaping up as a pivotal year. "The year 2014 has the potential of being a
watershed. The coming months therefore will be crucial for setting the pace, and defining the
chances for success. This applies to both the political transition, including the elections in April
2014, and the transfer of responsibility for security", said Fischer-Barnicol.
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