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Introduction

The Afghanistan Monitor is a regular
publication ~ from  Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung (FES) Pakistan that covers
the political, economic, security, and
humanitarian situation in Afghanistan
since the Taliban takeover. Each
issue features experts’ analysis of the
country's latest development. The
fourth issue, while summarizing the
two years of the Taliban’s rule, will also
focus on events since April 2023.

August 15, 2023, marked two years
since the Taliban regime assumed
power. Initially, there was a lack
of clarity regarding the Taliban's
policies as well as significant concerns
about the future of Afghanistan,
particularly the group’s approach
towards domestic issues such as
governance, political ~ freedom,
human and women's rights, counter-
terrorism measures, as well as matters
pertaining to regional peace and
stability. However, the past two years
have provided significant insights into
the Taliban's governing approach,
which can be characterized as a blend
of authoritarian policies and selective
pragmatism.

In their diplomatic posture, the Taliban
are now striving to integrate into the
international community, which is
a stark departure from their stint in
power during the late 1990s politics
when they were essentially perceived
as outliers in the realm of modern
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politics. Despite reports of differences
and divisions within the group over
domestic policy matters, the Taliban
continue to exhibit strict adherence
to the group's ideology and respect
for their supreme leader, Haibatullah
Akhundzada.

Today, the group has seemingly
solidified its position as the de facto
political authority in Afghanistan,
even if not formally recognized as
the de jure governing body by the
international community. However,
the group has yet to achieve political
and social cohesion and formulate a
model of governance toaccommodate
all the different ethnic and political
groups in Afghanistan. The Taliban's
commitments regarding inclusivity
and adequate representation of
ethnic minorities have not been fully
realized or fulfilled. While the Taliban
have included token figures from
other ethnic backgrounds including
Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks, there
are legitimate concerns about the
level of inclusivity within the Taliban's
governance and decision-making
structures. Ethnic minorities have
expressed apprehension about their
representation and involvement in
the government.

Since assuming power, the Taliban
claim improvement in some areas, and
some of it has been acknowledged
by  international organizations
and members of the international
community:
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The rate of violence has dropped
sharply. Afghanistan now faces less
armed violence than it has in many
years, though this is primarily because
the group responsible for the most
violence in the past years now sits at
the helm of affairs in Afghanistan. As a
result, the war that plagued the country
since 2001, appears to have scaled
down into a fragile peace. Additionally,
the Taliban claim to have stabilized
Afghanistan’s economy by generating a
steady stream of revenue through taxes,
customs, and trade. This led to modest
economic progress in conjunction with
a decrease in corruption.

However, the continued violation of
women's rights on the part of the
Taliban which disregards and neglects
basic yet fundamental human
rights, despite repeated pledges
to act otherwise, is casting a dark
shadow over the group’s claimed
achievements. Since the seizing of
power, the Taliban have issued over
70 decrees restricting girls’ and
women’s rights, including banning
their education, employment,
movement, and participation in
public life. Increasing restrictions are
not only limiting women’s legitimate
rights but are also hampering the
international community's willingness
to engage with the group and
impinging upon the functioning of
the non-governmental organizations
and the UN agencies that seek to help
mitigate the grave humanitarian crisis
in the country.

For the past two decades or so,
Afghanistan has faced daunting
humanitarian challenges arising from
prolonged conflict, economic collapse,
internal  displacement,  rampant
poverty, food scarcity, and limited
access to healthcare. Additionally, the
situation has been exacerbated by
natural disasters and the COVID-19
pandemic, significantly escalating the
levels of humanitarian need across
the country. As a consequence,
Afghanistan continuesto be one of the
world’s worst humanitarian disasters,
with approximately two-thirds of
its population experiencing food
insecurity. According to the UN Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA), Afghanistan is facing
an unprecedented humanitarian crisis,
with the risk of systemic collapse and
human catastrophe.

Although in the past humanitarian
needs were driven predominantly
by conflict, in 2023, the key drivers
have been drought, climate change,
protection threats (particularly for
women and girls), and the economic
crisis. While the loss of international
aid and financial assistance prompted
the initial crisis, the situation has
significantly deteriorated due to
the Taliban's increasingly oppressive
policies on  Afghan  women,
particularly the banning of women
from working for UN and non-
governmental organizations.



Despite some improvements of the
security situation within the country,
the mounting threat posed by
transnational terrorist groups namely
the Daesh regional affiliate Islamic
State Khorasan Province (ISKP), the
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and
the East Turkistan Islamic Movement
(ETIM), which is also known under
name of Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP),
continue to gravely threaten the
stability of Afghanistan and the wider
region. Since the Taliban took over,
ISKP has been responsible for more
than 1,700 casualties.

While the presence of these groups
creates challenges for the Taliban,
Afghanistan's immediate neighbors
are equally troubled by the threats
emanating from such entities. Despite
the Taliban's assurances that they will
prevent Afghan soil from becoming a
safe haven for international terrorist
organizations, the surge in attacks
by these groups against neighboring
countries, particularly Pakistan, has
cast further doubts on the group’s
commitment to addressing such
threats.

In summary, two years after seizing
power, the Taliban are still in the
process of transition - from an
insurgency to an administration.
The group's aspirations to gain

international recognition as
the legitimate representatives
of Afghanistan continue to be

undermined by their unwillingness
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to  uphold commitments made
pertaining to inclusivity, human and
women’s rights, and ensuring that
international norms and standards as
well as counter-terrorism assurances
are met. There continues to be an
immense disparity between the
Taliban's  declared policies and
their actual conduct in terms of
implementation. The  Taliban's
increasing reluctance to deliver on
their pledges and increasing bans
on women’s involvement in society
has led to skepticism among those
nations and organizations that are
cautiously engaging with the group.
Moreover, if the Taliban continue
to follow this negative trajectory, it
will only further hinder the group's
access to diplomatic support and
humanitarian assistance.

Political Situation

Since August 2021, the Taliban have
functioned as a de facto government
governing as an authoritative entity
whose policies are highly influenced
by their limited interpretation of Sharia
law. Initially, there was ambiguity
about the style of governance the
group would implement or execute,
but the current interim setup exhibits
similarities to the governance system
employed by the Taliban during
their previous rule in the 1990s. The
presence of a supreme leader and
a prime minister, along with the
addition of deputy prime minister
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posts, echoes the hierarchical
structure that was prevalent during
the Taliban's previous rule. However,
they have continued to operate under
the ministries established by the
previous government, and have not
made significant changes in terms
of abolishing any ministry, with the
exception of dissolving the Electoral
Commission' and the Ministry of
Women'’s Affairs, which has been
replaced by the Ministry of Vice and
Virtue — serving as a blow to the
rights of women.

The Taliban suspended the previous
Afghan constitution of 2004, which
served as the governing framework
for Afghanistan prior to their takeover.
As of now, the Taliban have not
announced or implemented a new
constitution to replace it. The absence
of a constitution raises questions
about the future governance structure
and legal framework in Afghanistan.
It is uncertain when or if the Taliban
will introduce a new constitution, and
until a new constitution is established,
the governance practices and policies
of the Taliban will likely be based on
their interpretation of Islamic law and
their own ideological principles.

The group has reiterated its desire
to legislate and implement a Sharia-
led system across the country. This
was re-emphasized by the group’s
Supreme leader, Mullah Haibatullah
Akhundzada, in his Eid-ul-Adha
sermon in June 2023 where he said

that the Taliban's objective of 20
years of war in Afghanistan was to
introduce an “Islamic system and
Islamic decrees” in the country.?
Likewise, he added that if any of his
decisions are against Islamic laws,
then the masses should not follow
him.3

When the Taliban took over, they
spoke of an inclusive, accountable,
and responsible government*
that represents all the people of
Afghanistan.® However, the group has
yet to hold a national dialogue with
all the different ethnic factions and
political groups within the country and
form a representative government. So
far, the Taliban interim setup has given
eight new positions within its cabinet
to members from the Uzbek, Tajik, and
Hazara ethnic communities.® While
the inclusion of some members from
Afghanistan’s diverse ethnic factions
may provide a veneer of inclusivity, the
Taliban's cabinet remains exclusively
male and overwhelmingly dominated
by Pashtuns.



Name Appointment Ethnicity
Qari Din Acting Minister ~ Uzbek
Muhammad of Economy
Hanif
Qari Chief of the Tajik
Fasiuddin General Staff
Noorullah Minister of Tajik
Noori Border and

Tribal Affairs
Haiji Acting Minister  Tajik
Nooruddin  of Industry
Azizi
Haiji Second Deputy  Uzbek
Mohammad Minister of
Azim Commerce
Sultanzada
Haji Ghulam Acting Deputy ~ Hazara
Ghaus Minister

of Disaster

Management
Abdul Former district  Tajik
Hamid governor of
Khorasani Ahmedabad,

Paktia
Sheikh Deputy Minister Hazara
Madar of Urban
Ali Karimi Development
Bamiani
Abdul Latif ~ Deputy Minister Hazara
Nazari of Economy

Taliban Interim setup new cabinet
positions for ethnic minorities

Since assuming power, the Taliban

have focused on governance,
institutional changes, remodeling,
and building state institutions,

including security institutions.
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While many Afghans fled the country,
including those who worked for the
previous government, the group
offered full amnesty to Afghans who
fought against them, or who worked
for the US and the Western-backed
government.” In March 2022, the
group set up the Commission for
the Return and Communications
with Former Afghan Officials and
Political Figures, also known as
the Commission of Liaison and
Repatriation of Afghan Personalities,
to convince Afghans (ordinary as well
as those who served in the previous
government) to return to the country.

It is worth noting that while most
ministries are headed by a Taliban
representative, the group has retained
individuals from the former Afghan
bureaucracy, comprising lower and
middle-ranking public servants in
their interim setup.® The exceptions
are the Ministry of Education,
which has mostly been restaffed by
members of the Taliban, followed by
the judiciary and the security sector.
According to the Taliban, more than
500,000 members of the previous
administration have been retained,’
and around 513 former ministers,
governors, and deputy governors
have returned to the country.”® This
decision to retain some aspects of
the previous government's structure
and personnel primarily stems from
the group's lack of expertise and
manpower as well as to maintain
some form of continuity and ensure
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the functioning of the government
and ministries.

Among institutional changes, the
group dismissed the former judicial

system of the country including
the judiciary and Afghanistan’s
independent bar association,

appointing individuals mostly from
within the Taliban and from the Hanafi
school of thought to the position of
judges."? The Hanafi school of thought
is one of the four Sunni Islamic legal
schools of jurisprudence that had
a role in the earlier codification of
Islamic doctrine.™

Other institutional changes include
remodeling and restructuring key
institutions such as the police
and armed forces, re-establishing
institutions and commissions
such as the National Procurement
Commission, reshuffling the cabinet,
and establishing new districts across
the country (a total of 419 districts
exist at present), thus allowing the
group to exercise control over various
aspects of governance and shape
policies aligned with their objectives.

In spite of shortcomings in the
Taliban's governance structure, the
lack of ethnic representation, and the
high dependence on international
humanitarian assistance, the Taliban-
ruled so-called “lIslamic Emirate
of Afghanistan” (IEA) has been
able to establish some degree of
centralized authority in governance
across Afghanistan, providing the

people with some semblance of basic
facilities and economic stability.

Even in the absence of formal
recognition by the international
community, the current governance
system established by the Taliban
appears to have become a more
permanent arrangement. In this setup
the Taliban’s supreme leader Mullah
Haibatullah Akhundzada maintains
a firm hold on the group, exerting
supreme control and influence over
the group's governance and decision-
making processes. Akhundzada holds
the power to make key appointments
within the Taliban's administration,
shape policy decisions, and steer
the functioning of the Taliban's
government. His authority ensures
centralized leadership that allows him
to exercise control over the group and
its operations in return. To oversee
the functioning of the group’s
provincial administrative matters,
so-called Ulema Councils have been
established in every province of the
country to interact with different
ethnic and religious minorities.™

The cabinet formed by the Taliban
in September 2021 remained intact
until recently, when in May 2023,
Mullah Abdul Kabir replaced Mullah
Mohammad Akhund as the interim
prime minister. According to the
group, Akhund is under treatment
and needs rest. Kabir served as a
political deputy to Akhund before his
elevation.
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The following chart shows the newly-
made appointments as of May 23,
2023, by the Taliban:™

New Previous

Appointment  Appointment

Mawlaw Police chief Governor of
Name N Previous Samiullah of Kandahar Baghlan
Appointment  Appointment Hizbullah province
Mullah Interim Prime  Deputy Prime Hafiz Gov.err.10r of Goverr.10r
Abdul Kabir ~ Minister Minister Mohammad  Panjshir of Nuristan
Agha Province
Mawlalwi Deputy of Governor of
Hakeem
Ahmad Taha the Ministry Kunar :
of Borders & I\/Iull.a‘h Ali Governor of Deputy' of
Tribal Affairs Hanifi Kandahar strategic
province intelligence in
Mohammad  Head of the Governor of .
o the Ministry
Mohsen Supreme Panjshir of Defense's
Hashimi Audit Office
Qari Police chief Police chief
Mullah Commander Commander L
Ahmadullah  of Panjshir of Samangan
Rahmatullah  of 209 Al-Fath  of 203 : )
) Badr province province'’
Mohammad  Corps Mansoori
Corps . . .
According to the Taliban’s claims,
Nasrullah Commander Commander . h b
Mati of 207 Al- of 209 Al- recent appomtments ave Dbeen
Farooq Corps  Fath Corps based on merit rather than personal
Qarilsmail ~ Commander  Governor of connecthns. Dgrmg the Eid-ul-Fitr
Rasakh of 203 Jawzjan sermon in April 2023, Akhunzada
Mansoori directed the Taliban to “strictly avoid
Corps all kinds of discrimination [and] do
Qari Governor Commander not offer jobs to your relatives.”'®
Mohammad  of Kunar of 207 Al- Furthermore, he has taken action
Ayub Khalid  province Faroog Corps by dismissing relatives of Taliban
Sheikh Governor Deputy officials who were appointed in state
Bashir of Nuristan governor institutions.'
Ahmad Province of Maidan
Haggani Wardak Unlike in the past, the Taliban seem
Qari Gul Governor Deputy to have adopted relatively non-violent
Haidar of Jawzjan governor of tactics after their takeover, asking
Shafig Province Ghazni their fighters to avoid conflict. As a
Abdul Governor Deputy of result, the group has faced limited
Rahman of Baghlan the Ministry resistance in most parts of the
Haqaani province of Borders & country, with the exception of the

Tribal Affairs

north where the National Resistance
Front, headed by the exiled Ahmed
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Masood, has been posing a low-
level armed resistance in Panjshir.°
In December 2022, the UN Secretary-
General's  Special  Representative
for Afghanistan stated, “there is no
significant visible political opposition
to the Taliban inside Afghanistan,”
and exiled officials associated with the
former government “are fragmented
and their statements have decreasing
resonance for the population inside
Afghanistan.”?!

Thus, the group has been
comparatively successful in
maintaining relative peace and

stability across the country as was
seen throughout the three days of
Eid in June 2023. According to the
Taliban’s Interior Ministry, during this
period, no security incident occurred
throughout the country.?

Since the Taliban’s return to power,
the group has largely remained
united. However, over time, some
internal divisions have risen and
continue to persist with a rare public
display of internal tensions notably
related to girls’ education and the
prohibition of women from working
in NGOs.2* Prominent members of the
group have openly spoken against the
top leadership’s decisions regarding
matters related to women as well
as voicing concerns regarding policy
issues, such as the "monopolization
of power” (without directly naming
Haibatullah Akhundzada) and the
need to listen to the “legitimate

demands of the people" to avoid
"defaming the group.”?*

These differences underscore the
complexities within the organization
and the possible room for change.
While prominent members expressed
their opposition regarding individual
policy matters, at the same time they
have spoken about the sanctity of
obeying the supreme leader and the
unity of the group.?

The Taliban have also been engaging
with ethnic and religious minorities
including the Hindu and Sikh as
well as the Shia community through
regular meetings in different parts
of the country. Although during
their previous rule, the Taliban's
policy towards the Shia was one of
oppression, since coming into power
in August 2021, they have made a
conscious effort to avoid creating a
sectarian divide.

This is evident from the fact that
the Taliban have allowed the Shia
to conduct Muharram processions
since August 2021 and did provide
robust security across Afghanistan for
the Ashura processions.?® Moreover,
Taliban officials in 2021, visited the
Dasht-e-Barchi Hazara-dominated
neighborhood of Kabul and attended
a Muharram gathering. It is, however,
reported that in some parts of the
country,  Muharram  processions
took place with certain restrictions,
such as prohibitions on displaying



decorative flags and symbols in public
spaces. The Council of Shiite Scholars
of Afghanistan, on July 26, 2023,
published a declaration calling on
mourners to scale back their activities
during Muharram, due to security
reasons.?’

In January 2023, the Taliban’s
Administrative Deputy Prime
Minister, Abdul Salam Hanafi, met
with a delegation of prominent
Shiite scholars and leaders from
Bamyan and Sar-e-Pul,?® headed by
Muhammad Hassan Sharifi Bakhabi,
a prominent Shia cleric and former
member of the Afghan parliament,
who reportedly asked the Taliban to
pay special attention to the needs
of the Shia community as well as
the implementation of development
projects in Shia-dominated areas.

The Taliban, in collaboration with the
UN, have started building permanent
homes for cave-dwelling Shiite Hazara
minorities in Bamyan.?® The sites are
part of the Bamiyan UNESCO World
Heritage which is being damaged by
makeshift extensions and installation
of new doors or windows by the cave
dwellers.3® However, the Taliban have
not mentioned any details about the
number of homes to be built and
families to be accommodated in
them.

Afghanistan Monitor, 4/2023

Ongoing Projects
under the De Facto
Authorities

Since assuming power, the Taliban
have focused on exploring avenues to
attract and generate economic and
infrastructure development through
domestic and foreign investment.'

In a bid to attract foreign investors, in
February 2023, the Taliban established a
consortium of companies with Afghan
traders in Pakistan, Iran, and Russia, to
create investment plans in the fields
of power, mining, and infrastructure.
Other areas where the group has
sought foreign investment include
agriculture, water, minerals, mining,
health, and education. The group has
also been actively pursuing cooperation
with a host of countries (China,
Russia, Pakistan, Iran, Uzbekistan,
Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Turkiye,
the UAE, Qatar, India, and Japan)*
in the fields of connectivity, trade,
infrastructure, education, defense,
vocational training, and healthcare.

Infrastructure

On May 9, 2023, Abdul Latif
Mansoor, the Taliban's Minister
of Energy and Water, signed a
cooperation agreement with the
Turkish 77 Construction Company,
for investing in a 200 megawatts
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wind power generation project in
Herat.33 On the same day, the first
trial freight train from Iran reached
Herat via the Khaf-Herat railroad. The
shipment constituted 17 wagons that
transferred about 650 tons of rail
equipment (locomotive parts, tracks,
switches, and signaling equipment)
to build railway infrastructure in
Afghanistan. Taliban officials said
that the trial train would soon begin
transporting commercial goods. Work
on the link began in 2007 and the 140
km Khaf-Rozanak section opened in
December 2020 along with a free
trade and customs processing zone
located on the border.3*

On May 20, work officially began on
the construction of the Bakshabad
Dam, estimated at a cost of 430
million USD, in the province of Farah.
The dam is being constructed by a
local Afghan construction company,
which claims to receive technical
assistance from international firms.3>
According to officials, the dam wiill
be able to reserve 1,360 million
cubic meters of water and generate
27 megawatts of power. As a result,
100,000 hectares of agricultural land
will be irrigated.

To meet the country’s energy needs,
in January 2023, Da Afghanistan

Breshna  Sherkat, the Taliban’s
electricity  authority,  announced
extensions of electricity import

contracts for 2023 with Uzbekistan,
Turkmenistan,?® and Tajikistan.?’

Apart from focusing on foreign
investment, the Taliban  have
embarked on infrastructure projects
revolving around constructing and
repairing roads, highways, bridges,
and canals in the capital and
throughout the country.®

In particular, the group has been
focusing on the development of
the Qosh Tepa Canal project on the
Amu River in Balkh. According to the
Taliban, over 100 kilometers of canal
have been constructed — the canal
would be 275 kilometers long,*
irrigate 550 hectares of land, and
transmit 650 cubic meters of water
per second.® The Taliban claim that
this is the first major project in which
the technical work was done by
Afghan engineers.

On July 18, 2023, in a major
breakthrough, the protocol for
the construction of a railway
between  Afghanistan,  Pakistan,
and Uzbekistan, the Termez-Logar-
Karachi Railway, was officially signed
in Islamabad between representatives
from the three countries. As a
result, the process of planning,
resource allocation, and project
implementation, has begun.*’ The
project is estimated to be completed
by the end of 2027 and trains would
be able to carry goods up to 15 million
tons yearly by 2030.4?

In July 2023, the Deputy Prime
Minister for Economic Affairs, Abdul
Ghani Baradar Akhund, inaugurated



the reconstruction project of the
Salang highway, which serves as a
crucial link connecting nine northern
provinces of Afghanistan and four
major commercial ports to Kabul.*
The Salang project is the second largest
national and economic undertaking
after the Qosh Tepa Canal project.*

Moreover, the Taliban are in discussions
with a Chinese locomotive Company,
CRRC Zhuzhou Locomotives, for the
reintroduction of Chinese electric
trolley buses in Kabul. Preliminary
talks took place on May 11, between
the head of the Afghan embassy in
China and senior officials of CRRC.#

Mining

To promote mining within the country,
the Taliban's Ministry of Mines and
Petroleum claims that it has granted
108 contracts through open bidding,
to indigenous companies to extract
various mines in 16 provinces resulting
in the creation of 7,000 jobs.*®

The Ministry of Mines and Petroleum
also conducted the first test extraction
of oil from the Qashgari oil field in
the Sar-e-Pul province. According to
the Ministry, 100 tons of oil will be
extracted daily from the Qashqari
oil wells in the near future. Earlier,
there were ten wells in the Sar-e-
Pul Qashgari oil area, of which five
are active. Furthermore, the Fan
China Afghan Mining Processing and
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Trading Company (FAMPTC)* has
started drilling fourteen new wells:
two in Ag Darya and twelve in the
Qashqari area.*®

Military

Other than infrastructure building
and attracting foreign investments,
the Taliban have focused on building
the security apparatus of the country,
particularly its 200,000-strong army
by trying to make it into a professional
and dedicated force.** Mohammad
Yagoob, the acting Minister of
National Defense, has reiterated that
the group aims to have “an organized,
professional and independent army.”
He made these remarks during a visit
to the 207 Al-Farooq Army Corps.>°
On July 27, 2023, around 175 cadets
often referred to as “Mujahideen” of
the regular Afghan army graduated
from Hazrat Abu Ubaidah bin Jarrah
National Defense University.*'

According to the Taliban’s Army Chief,
Qari Fasihuddin Fitrat, the group aims
to “create a national military and
increase its force by a third with the
aspiration to build anti-aircraft missile
capacity inside Afghanistan.”>? In a rare
interview with foreign media in April
2023, the Army Chief said that Defense
was a high priority of the group, adding
that it received the largest share of
funds compared to other ministries.>?
The new Afghan army will be called the
“Islamic Army.”>4

11



Afghanistan Monitor, 4/2023

Apart from domestic capacity building,
the group has encouraged maintaining
existing mechanisms of cooperation
in the field of military training. In
this aspect, the Taliban’s Defense
Minister Mullah Yagub has expressed
his willingness to send Afghan army
personnel to India for military training.
Among the regional countries,
Afghanistan has been a primary
beneficiary of India’s military training
programs. According to the Ministry
of National Defense, scores of students
have returned after completing their
training programs in India.>®

The group is also focusing on
increasing the capacity of the forces,
particularly the Afghan Air Force,
which has a limited number of
Taliban fighters, while the majority
of soldiers are ex-professionals from
the previous government. Under the
Taliban's amnesty program, more
than 40 former Afghan military pilots,
technicians, and ground crews were
reconciled and joined the Taliban's
Defense Ministry.>® The Taliban are
believed to have inherited more
than 100 aircraft, though most of
them are inoperable.®” The group
also claims to have repaired military
vehicles, helicopters, and planes,>®
these include the repair of some 70
helicopters and military planes,®®
including the repair of Russian
Mi17 and Mi35 aircraft, which were
“demilitarized” by the US forces.®°

Humanitarian Situation

With a population of 43 million,
Afghanistan endures one of the
world's most significant and severe
humanitarian crises. Over the past
two decades, Afghanistan has
suffered from innumerable challenges
stemming from a combination of
conflict, economic instability, internal
displacement, widespread poverty,
food shortages, and lack of access
to healthcare. Moreover, additional
challenges such as natural disasters
and the COVID-19 pandemic,
have drastically increased levels
of humanitarian need throughout
Afghanistan. According to the UN,
for the year 2023, 28.3 million people
will require humanitarian assistance,
a 16 percent increase compared
to the 24.4 million in 2022, and a
54 percent increase from the 18.4
million in 2021.%" Additionally, for
the year 2023, 4.62 billion USD are
needed to assist the masses and fend
off hunger, disease, and death.®? An
estimated 95 percent of Afghans are
not getting enough to eat, with that
figure rising to nearly 100 percent in
female-headed households.®

According to areport by the Integrated
Food Security Phase Classification
(IPC) from April 2023 around 17.2
million Afghans (40 percent of the
population) are experiencing high
levels of acute food insecurity,
this includes nearly 3.4 million
people (around 8 percent of the



population) experiencing emergency
levels of food insecurity.% Similarly,
another IPC analysis projected that
875,224 children will suffer or are
likely suffering from Severe Acute
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Malnutrition, nearly 2,347,802 are
suffering from Moderate Acute
Malnutrition, and about 804,365
pregnant and lactating women are
suffering from acute malnutrition.®®

N
Source: IPC Afghanistan Projection Nov 2022 - April 2023
Map Symbols
Key for Map P>y
- . . r settl
IPC Acute malnutrition Classification g,at;ii'%cggo?]ment
Phase1 Phase A IDPs/other settlements
Acceptable Acceptable - MUAC classification
Phase2 Phase2 Evidence Level
Alert Alert - MUAC
* Acceptable
Phase3 Phase3 :
Serious Serious - MUAC ** M_edlum
x»xx  High
Phase4 Phase4
Critical Critical - MUAC Scarce evidence due
® to limited or no
Phase5 Phase5 humanitarian access
Very Critical Very Critical - MUAC

Area with inadequate evidence

Area not analyzed

Projected changes within phases
f Likely to improve

* Likely to stay the same

‘ Likely to deteriorate
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The UN Secretary-General's Deputy
Special Representative for Afghanistan,
Ramiz Alakbarov, has warned that
Afghanistan is at “a tipping point and
that the urgent priority right now is to
maintain the humanitarian response in
the current operating environment to
the best extent possible, avert famine,
prevent disease outbreaks and avoid
excess mortality.” He further said
that the situation would continue to
deteriorate unless the humanitarian
space improves and donors urgently
step up to enable aid agencies to
maintain their operations.®’

But as of June 2023, only nine percent
of the 4.6 billion USD required for
Afghanistan's initial Humanitarian
Response Plan had been received.®®
In response to the Talibans ban on
women aid workers in the country,
the UN and other aid agencies have
revised the budget for the Afghanistan
aid plan down from 4.6 billion USD to
3.2 billion USD for this year.5® Similarly,
for the current year, the World Food
Programme is in need of an additional
2.2 billion USD to run its support
mission. However, the lack of funding
has resulted in a net shortfall of 918
million USD that is required to sustain
operations from June till November
2023.7% The limited funds have also
caused 25 Mobile Health and Nutrition
Teams in four provinces (Nuristan,
Kunar, Laghman, and Nangarhar) to
cease operations. As a result, more
than 100,000 people will be denied
basic health and nutrition care services.

While international organizations
and aid agencies have continued
to operate within the country, the
Taliban suspended all activities of
Swedish organizations in the country,
such as the Swedish Committee for
Afghanistan (SWA), in response to
recent incidents of public burnings
of the Quran in Sweden. The SWA,
a non-governmental aid group,
provides education and medical
facilities to thousands of people
across the country. It is still unclear
whether the aid organization would
be allowed to resume operations.”

Similarly, to address the current
challenges  facing Afghanistan,
on March 16, 2023, the United

Nations Security Council asked UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres to
conduct an independent assessment
and develop recommendations to
address the current challenges facing
Afghanistan. As a result, Feridun
Sinirlioglu, former Minister of Foreign
Affairs of Turkiye as well as the former
Permanent Representative of Tirkiye to
the UN, was appointed as the Special
Coordinator, Independent Assessment
mandated by  Security  Council
Resolution 2679 (2023). Sinirlioglu will
lead the independent assessment with a
view to providing recommendations for
an integrated and coherent approach
to address the current challenges faced
by Afghanistan and present its findings
by mid-November.”2



On July 3, 2023, the UN Assistance
Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA)
announced its Strategic Framework
for Afghanistan for the period 2023-
2025, outlining the UN's approach
to addressing basic human needs of
women and girls, children and youth,
internally displaced persons, returnees,
refugees, ethnic and religious
minorities. The framework aims at
charting out necessary humanitarian
needs under “three complementary

and  mutually reinforcing  joint
priorities”, i.e., sustained essential
services, economic  opportunities

and resilient livelihoods; and social
cohesion, inclusion, gender equality,
human rights, and the rule of law.”3
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Moreover, as part of receiving
humanitarian assistance from the
UN, almost 6.2 million Afghans were
able to receive at least one WASH
(Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene)
service from the UN’s Children’s Fund;
whereas only 3.1 million people
were able to get a comprehensive
package. In total, 2,861,837 people
in 33 provinces received water supply
services; 3,169,452 people in 25
provinces received sanitation services,
and 1,772,350 people in 34 provinces
were able to receive hygiene services.”

Beneficiaries Reached with Water supply

s 5
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A total of 2,861,837

people in 33 Provinces
received water supply
services
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Beneficiaries Reached with Sanitation
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Since the Taliban took over, large-scale
conflict and the number of associated
annual external displacements have
been reduced, from 723,000 in 2021
t032,000in 2022. In 2022, there were
35,000 internal displacements caused
by conflict and violence -- a 95 percent
decrease from 2021 -- and 12.5
million internal displacements due
to disasters. Moreover, the reduction
in violence has led to a significant
increase in the return of displaced
people. More than 4.6 million people
returned between January 2021 and
April 2022, nearly half the total figure
recorded since 2012.7¢

According to UNHCR, there are
currently 2.6 million registered
Afghan refugees across the world. Of
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these total refugees, nearly 2.2 million
are residing in Pakistan (55 percent)
and Iran (44 percent) alone.”” The
male refugees residing in Pakistan
and Iran make up nearly 51 percent
of the total refugee population in the
two countries. Furthermore, nearly
3.5 million Afghans are internally
displaced due to armed conflict.”®

The UN Refugee Commission in
Afghanistan appealed for 216 million
USD as total funding for the year 2023;
however, up until April of this year, the
Commission was only able to receive 59
million USD (28 percent) - a total gap of
157 million USD (72 percent).” Similarly,
UNICEF called for an urgent 1.45 billion
USD to meet the humanitarian needs
of 19 million Afghans in 2023.8°
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International donors are providing
humanitarian assistance to deal with
the current situation in Afghanistan.
The US continues to be the biggest
donor to Afghanistan. According
to the Special Inspector General for
Afghanistan’s report from January
2023, since August 2021, the US
has provided aid worth more than
2 billion USD to the country.®
Moreover, over the past 20 years, the
US has spent 145 billion USD trying
to rebuild Afghanistan, and on its
security forces, civilian government
institutions, economy, and civil
society.®

The Delegation of the European
Union to Afghanistan stated that
Afghanistan is the fourth most at-
risk country for humanitarian crises
and disasters, and therefore, the EU is
committed to supporting the Afghan
people.® As of July 2023, the EU has
pledged about 1 billion EUR to support
the Afghan population: 489 million
EUR to extend humanitarian aid, 400
million EUR to meet basic necessities,
and 17.7 million EUR to respond to
any crisis.® Additionally, on July 20,
2023, the EU allocated 7.6 million EUR
to a project managed by Afghanaid (a
British humanitarian and development
organization, that has been working
in Afghanistan for over forty years)
aimed at addressing the humanitarian
situation through support to farmers
and their needs, the improvement of
food production, and the restoration
of unirrigated land in the provinces of
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Badakhshan, Daykundi, Ghor, Jawzjan,
Samangan, and Takhar.®

Similarly, Japan is funding the UN
Refugee Agency in Afghanistan for
building  educational institutions,
medical facilities, and shelter homes
in the country.®” Subsequently,
Germany is also contributing to
alleviating the severe humanitarian
situation in Afghanistan. In 2022,
Germany provided 527 million EUR
to Afghanistan for humanitarian
aid, structural transitional aid, and
other basic supplies.®® The German
Academic Exchange Service launched
a scholarship program for female
students who have fled Taliban
repression to Bangladesh, Kyrgyzstan,
or Pakistan. The program is funded
by the German Federal Ministry for
Development  Cooperation  with
around seven million EUR.®

Human Rights and
Women'’s Rights

Girls and women’s education

When the Taliban came into power
just over two years ago, the group’s
spokesperson, Zabiullah  Mujahid,
in his first-ever public appearance
at a news conference promised
that the group would honor and
respect women’'s rights within its
understanding of the norms of



Islamic law, saying the group would
allow women access to education
and take part in public life. He called
for women to return to work.%
Moreover, he encouraged women to
join the government. However, within
a short period, the Taliban began
to backtrack on promises made
regarding women’s rights.

Initially, the Taliban allowed girls up
to grade six to return to school while
at the same time banning girls above
the sixth grade from going to school.
Although on March 23, 2022, the
education ministry reopened high
schools for both girls and boys, the
decision was short-lived and was
revoked hours later, thus denying
female students above the sixth
grade the right to education.®’ In
March 2023, schools up to grade
six reopened for the new academic
year, but the ban on high school
education continues. The only source
of education that has been available
to females of all ages has been
Madrassas or Islamic schools.*2

Since then, despite repeated pledges
and assurances of upholding women'’s
rights, the group has continued to
disregard the role of women and
girls, imposing restrictions, including
banning their education as well as
limiting employment, movement, and
participation in public life.

Moreover, on May 3, 2023, the
Taliban's Minister of Public Health
banned female medical students
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from taking the “Exit Supplementary
Exam” and prevented them from
pursuing higher medical studies.®
However, on May 9, in Balkh
province, females were allowed to
sit entry exams for various medical-
related vocational courses that were
designed to meet the requirements of
female medical staff, for which 350
females qualified.®* Such instances
clearly show division within the group
over the issue of women'’s education
as well as clear contradictions in their
policies -- those that are declared but
not implemented. In his Eid message,
in April 2023, the Taliban’s supreme
leader stated the group’s intention
to "extend education and training to
the whole country and provide good
training to all children." However,
the message, like previous ones,
had no specific mention of women's
education.?

Right to work and freedom of
movement

Although aid organizations
continue to provide assistance to
millions of people, the Taliban's
restrictions obstruct the international
community’s  response  to  the
grave humanitarian crisis, reduce
humanitarian operational space, and
create additional protection risks for
females, particularly the 11.6 million
females in need of humanitarian
assistance.
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Apart from banning female education,
the Taliban have continued to deny
women their most basic human
rights, including their right to free
movement and the right to work. In
December 2022, the Taliban banned
Afghan women from working with
domestic and international aid
organizations, and in April 2023, the
group banned Afghan women from
working for UN agencies. According
to the UN, about 400 Afghan women
are staff members.%’

The Taliban have continued to ban
women from freedom of movement
and going to public places on their
own without a mahram -- a male
family member with whom marriage
would be considered permanently
unlawful, e.g., father, brother, son,
grandson. In April 2023, the Taliban
banned women from going into
restaurants with gardens and green
spaces in Herat.®® However, later on,
the authorities allowed women to go
to restaurants with certain restrictions,
i.e., a woman must be accompanied
by a male mahram.*®* On May 1,
two Afghan women, working for
an International NGO, were arrested
on the charges of traveling without
a mahram.'® [t is unknown if the
women have been released.

According to a UN Report on the
human rights situation in Afghanistan
for the period from May until June
2023, the Taliban's Department
for the Propagation of Virtue and
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the Prevention of Vice in Kandahar
banned women  from Vvisiting
gravesites, cemeteries, and shrines.
Similarly, on June 18, the Department
for the Propagation of Virtue and the
Prevention of Vice in Herat, issued a
13-point decree to beauty salons in
the province, consisting of mandatory
requirements for all salons to follow, '©!
such as women must perform
ablution before the application of
makeup, strict observance of hijab,
and adherence to prayer times.
The decree also forbids men from
entering beauty salons and prohibits
taking photos and videos.'®? Later on,
the Taliban issued a decree to close
hair and beauty salons nationwide.'®

The measures caused an uproar
among women’s and human rights
activists across the world and by
negatively impacting employment
and business opportunities  for
women it contributed to the country’s
deteriorating  humanitarian  crisis.
Furthermore, the decree underlines
the suppression that Afghan women
are facing through the Taliban’s
oppressive policies. The decree even
led to a rare public protest of women
against the Taliban.'® However, the
Taliban did not change their position
on the decree.

According to a recent report by the
UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
(UNAMA) on the human rights
situation, the Taliban have been
violating the rights of women and



girls by preventing them from
working in public offices, moving
freely, and receiving education.’®
The UN Special Rapporteur on
the Situation of Human Rights in
Afghanistan, Richard Bennett, said
that the treatment of Afghan women
and girls by the Taliban could amount
to “gender apartheid” as their rights
continue to be undermined by the
governing authorities.’®  Amnesty
International and the International
Commission of Jurists highlighted in
a report how the Taliban's crackdown
on Afghan women’s rights, coupled
with “imprisonment, enforced
disappearance, torture and other ill-
treatment,” could constitute gender
persecution under the International
Criminal Court.™’

In July 2023, the European Council
imposed restrictive measures against
three  members of the Taliban
because of their involvement in grave
human rights abuses and violations
in  Afghanistan. These include
the Taliban Minister of Education
Habibullah  Agha, Justice Abdul-
Hakim Sharei, and Chief Justice of
the Supreme Court Abdul Hakim
Haggani, because of their role in
depriving Afghan girls and women
of their right to education, access to
justice, and equal treatment between
men and women.'%

Despite the international criticism the
Taliban’s Ministry for the Propagation
of Virtue and the Prevention of
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Vice continues to enforce existing
instructions and issue new directives,
the majority of which interfere with
the fundamental freedoms and daily
lives of women and girls. So far, it
has issued over 70 decrees restricting
women'’s rights.

Additionally, Afghan women are
bearing the brunt of the high levels
of unemployment in the country.
According to the International
Committee of the Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies, more than
700,000 people have lost their jobs
since the Taliban came to power, with
90 percent of the working people
earning less than 1.90 USD a day."®
The International Labor Organization
(ILO) reports that Afghan women
were by far the most affected by this
development; moreover, according
to the ILO, female employment is
estimated to have been 25 percent
lower in the fourth quarter of
2022 than in the second quarter of
2021. According to the assessment,
restrictions on women'’s participation
in the labor market have contributed
to the decline, but home-based
self-employment has become the
predominant form of women’s
participation in the labor market,
which has prevented the figure from
falling further.”°

In a recent World Bank report on
women's business out of 27 low-
income economies examined,
Afghanistan was placed among 11
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economies with the lowest scores.
The report further highlighted the
importance of legal equality for
Afghan women and reforms in the
areas of salaries, marriage, business,
and property. According to the report,
the regime change in the country has
negatively affected both the economy
and the welfare of the Afghan people,
in particular, women and girls, as
nearly half of the women in salaried
work have lost their employment.
Moreover, guidelines and decrees
issued by the Taliban have also limited
women’s ability to get a job.™"?

Corporal punishment

Since  August 15, 2021, the
Taliban have implemented corporal
punishment and the death penalty
in cases related to adultery, false

accusations  of adultery, theft,
banditry,  alcohol  consumption,
apostasy, and sedition. The first

reported case of corporal punishment
by UNAMA took place on October
20, 2021, in Kapisa, where a woman
and a man convicted of adultery
by the Taliban District Court were
publicly lashed 100 times each. Since
then, corporal punishments have
been taking place, however, there is
no comprehensive data available on
the number of corporal punishments
carried out by the Taliban, apart from
those the group declares itself."
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In November 2022, the Taliban
Supreme Court claimed that 19
individuals, including nine women,
had been lashed in Takhar for
adultery, theft, and running away
from home." On May 21, 2023,
the Taliban Court of Appeal lashed a
woman 39 times for being convicted
of adultery in Parwan province." In
a similar case, on May 24, six men
were publicly lashed 39 times each, in
Kandahar city."® Moreover, in June,
the Supreme Court announced a
Qisas punishment (the death penalty)
for a 35-year-old man.""”

Repressions against civil
society

In Herat province, on April 7, 2023,
the Taliban’s Ministry of Economy
informed the Voice of Women
Organization, a women-led NGO
that aims to restore the status of
women in Afghan communities
by advocating for women’s rights,
legal, social security, and women'’s
capacity, of closing the organization.
Subsequently, the ministry seized the
assets of the organization in all 14
provinces where it was operating.
However, in late April, both the
ministry and the organization
reached an agreement whereby the
organization was allowed to resume
work after changing its name to
Vulnerable Welfare Organization and
appointing some male directors.'®



Moreover, Matiullah Wesa, founder
and president of Pen Path, a local
nongovernmental organization that
launched a door-to-door campaign
to promote girls' education, was
arrested on March 27, 2023. He
continues to be under the Taliban’s
detention. Wesa was working on the
building and reopening of schools,
mainly for female students.””® UN
Special Rapporteur Richard Bennett
demanded the immediate and
unconditional release of Mesa, stating
that his detention without charges, is
arbitrary and unjustified.'?®

Repression against journalists

The Taliban have continued to impose
restrictions on the press as media
outlets and Afghan journalists are
regularly facing violence, detention,
and censorship. International
organizations continue to express
serious concerns regarding the
safety of Afghan journalists and
the future of Afghanistan’s media,
as journalists continue to work in a
climate of intimidation and fear amid
increased restrictions. Since August
2021, large numbers of media
outlets have closed, and many media
professionals have either lost their
jobs or fled the country. According
to UNAMA, arbitrary arrests and
detentions, ill-treatment, and threats
have been employed as a means of
suppressing freedom of expression.'?!
In the 2022 World Press Freedom
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Index of Reporters Without Borders,
Afghanistan stood at 156 (out of 180
countries), a drop from its place at
122 in 2020.'%2

The Taliban continue to arbitrarily
arrest and detain journalists. On May
8, 2023, in Khost, the Department
for the Propagation of Virtue and
Prevention of Vice, in coordination
with the Department of Information
and Culture, arrested four journalists,
instructing them not to publish anti-
Taliban news reports. They were
released after three days.'??

The International Federation of
Journalists recorded in its South
Asia Press Freedom Report 2022-
23 the arrests of 12 journalists in
Afghanistan between May 1, 2022,
and April 30, 2023.* Among the
arrested was Mortaza Behboudi, a
French-Afghan journalist who has
been held in custody since January 7,
2023, in Kabul.'?*> Khairullah Parhar, a
freelance journalist who was arrested
on January 9, was released after 4
months in prison,'? and on June 18,
2023, Reza Shahir, a reporter from
Rah-e-Farda TV, was detained for
two days -- it is unknown whether
Shahir was released from detention
or if he escaped.’” According to the
Afghanistan Journalists Center since
World Press Freedom Day on May
3, 2022, at least 213 press freedom
violations including 70 arrests of
journalists have taken place.'?®
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The Taliban have revived a national
Media Complaints and Rights
Violations Commission to coordinate
with  journalists.™®  Under its
Department of Information and
Culture, Provincial Committees have
been set up to oversee and monitor the
activities of media outlets. However,
cases of censorship, detention, and
violence against media personnel
continue to take place.™°

Economic Situation

Since assuming power, the Taliban
have been focusing on the economy,
and recent economic indicators show
that the Taliban have been doing
better than expected to keep the
economy afloat by clamping down
on corruption, collecting revenues,
strictly controlling dollar exports, and
supporting domestic products.*'

According to the World Bank, in the
first quarter of 2023, Afghanistan’s
revenue collection was positive,
totaling 45 billion AFN (566 million
USD), marking an 8 percent increase
from the same period in 2022.'%?
Border taxes have contributed the
most to this growth.

The Taliban have proven to be more
effective at tax collection compared to
the previous Afghan government.'s
Even though the new tax regime has
been hard on local businesses, which are
already struggling due to a crumbling
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economy, the group has begun to
create “a culture of tax collection.”'3*

According to the Taliban's Ministry
of Finance, some key goals have
been achieved since the takeover:
cancellation of exemption from tax
penalties, extension of working hoursin
customs from 16 to 24 hours, fighting
against corruption, electronic revenue
collection, installation of digital scales
in customs, and an increase in transit
trade through Afghanistan.

According to the Deputy Director of
Revenues of the Ministry of Finance,
there has been an increase of 37
percent in revenue collected in the fiscal
year 2023 compared to 2022.¢ From
January to mid-June, 2023, Afghanistan
experienced an inflow of almost
880 million USD mainly from export
products, humanitarian assistance, and
investment by other countries, such as
China.’™’ This contributed to stabilizing
the Afghan currency.'*®

The Taliban also claim to be receiving
regular payments for electricity
supply. According to Da Afghanistan
Breshna Sherkat (DABS), the nation's
electricity company, 37 billion AFN
(466 million USD) have been collected.
Abdul Rahman Rahmani, head of the
commercial department of DABS,
said that currently, 39 projects worth
72 billion AFN (907 million USD) are
being implemented in the country.

The Taliban's Ministry of Industry and
Commerce claimed that at the end



of the solar year on March 20, 2023,
for the first time in the country’s
history, Afghan exports reached 2
billion USD.™° Moreover, according to
the World Bank, Afghanistan's total
exports from January to May 2023
rose by 9 percent, to 0.73 billion
USD, with coal exports being the
main contributor. Vegetable exports
also saw an increase of one percent
during the period. Afghanistan's
largest export market continues to be
Pakistan (59 percent of total exports),
followed by India (23 percent).’ The
export growth during January-May
2023 can be attributed to an increase
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in the exports of textiles and coal,
primarily to Pakistan, by 38.5 and
16.5 percent respectively. Similarly,
from January to May 2023, Afghan
imports accounted for 3.1 billion USD,
showing an increase of 36 percent
against the same period in 2022.
Food products account for nearly a
quarter of Afghan imports, followed
by minerals which stand at nearly 20
percent. Additionally, the group has
been focusing on wheat cultivation,
which has increased by 100 percent,
making the country’s wheat imports
down by 30 percent.
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Currently, the Taliban are trying
to attract foreign  investments
from regional and international

stakeholders. The Taliban's Ministry of
Economy has prioritized various areas
and subsequently issued provisions to
encourage investment.'? The Taliban
claim that during the last two years,
national companies and international
organizations have helped complete

241 projects worth 328 million USD in
the agriculture sector.™® Additionally,
to facilitate the sector, in 2021, the
Taliban'sInter-Ministerial Committee on
Agriculture established a development
fund to provide interest-free loans
worth 458 million AFN (5.8 million
USD) to Afghan farmers.’ Similarly,
during the last year, the Taliban
claim to have established 50 new
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production factories and reactivated
80 manufacturing companies across
the country.'#

Among the regional countries, China
has been at the forefront of signing
agreements with the Taliban. On April
16, 2023, the Taliban's Minister of
Mines and Petroleum, Shahabuddin
Delawar, met with representatives of
the Chinese company Gochin who
showed their interest in investing 10
billion USD in the extraction of lithium
from Afghanistan.*® The Fan China
Afghan Mining Processing and Trading
Company reportedly also aims to invest
350 million USD in multiple sectors in
Afghanistan.'¥ Earlier, in January 2023,
the Taliban signed an oil-extraction
deal with a Chinese company, Xinjiang
Central Asia Petroleum and Gas Co, to
extract oil from the Amu Darya Basin
and construct an oil reserve in the Sar-e-
Pul province. Under the agreement, the
Chinese company will extract oil from
an area of 4,500 square kilometers
collectively in three provinces: Sar-e-
Pul, Jawzjan, and Faryab."® The 25-
year contract will include a 150 million
USD Chinese investment that would
increase to 540 million USD in three
years and create nearly 3,000 job
opportunities.'#

With Iran, Afghanistan's bilateral
trade has reached one billion
dollars.”™® Moreover, it continues to
be an important import origin country
for Afghanistan -- accounting for 21
percent of the total imports -- which
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is followed by Pakistan (18 percent),
China (18 percent), and the UAE (13
percent).’!

The Taliban have also been holding
national and international trade
expos, to encourage local businesses
to contribute to the Afghan
economy. The Second Imam Abu
Hanifa National and International
Expo and Trade Fair took place from
July 16 to 22, 2023, in Kabul. The
Fair was attended by hundreds of
traders from different countries,
notably Pakistan, Iran, TUrkiye, and
Turkmenistan. Mohammad Yousuf
Momand, the acting head of the
Afghanistan Chamber of Commerce
and Investment, said that products
worth 50 million AFN (60,000 USD)
were sold and almost 500 contracts
were signed between Afghan and
foreign traders.™ A significant
women participation in the expo was
reported by the Taliban. Similarly, a
five-day long exhibition was arranged
in Kabul from May 11 to 16, 2023,
where more than 600 entrepreneurs
showcased their handicrafts and
nearly 100 booths were reportedly
provided for women.'3

According to the Taliban’s Ministry of
Industry and Commerce, the number
of businesswomen in Afghanistan
has increased by 66 percent in 2023
compared to 2022."** According to
the Taliban, almost 2,000 women
have been issued business licenses in
2023 so far, whereas up until now a



total of 120,000 women are running
small businesses such as beauty salons
(until they were ordered to close
by the Taliban), clothes, handicraft
shops, and food stalls, with almost
560 women being a part of the
Women's Chamber of Commerce and
Industry.’>*> Many of these women are
receiving foreign assistance, as with
the help of Japan and the Special
Trust Fund for Afghanistan, UNDP
has provided support to 34,000 small
businesses, of which 80 percent are
being led by women.'*

With regard to the availability of work
for both skilled and unskilled laborers,
since March 2023, there has been an
improvement due to the harvesting
season, which has had positive
spillovers in the non-agriculture
sector. Due to an improvement in
labor demand and a decrease in
inflation (from 18.3 percent to 9.1
percent in the last year),”™” nominal
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and real wages have slightly increased,
pointing to an overall improvement in
wage conditions. About 90 percent
of public servants received salaries
through a bank account during May
2023. However, the widespread
exclusion of women from the
workforce (primarily due to bans) has
had significant additional constraints
on Afghanistan's economic growth.'#

Afghan households have responded
to economic hardship by mobilizing
work by women and youth. The
labor market is now characterized
by structurally higher labor force
participation and  unemployment
compared to 2020. Increased female
employment is concentrated in small-
scale manufacturing (mostly home-
based and micro businesses). Some
improvement was shown in skilled
and unskilled employment compared
to spring 2022.1%

mm Nominal Wage (Un-skilled Labor)

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN
N4 8 & § §N @ @ & 3§ § 3 § 3§ § 3§ F JF 78 3

Source: Wage data from WFP, World Bank staff elaboration'®®
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Even though the Afghan economy
is being somewhat revived, there
are certain shortfalls that need to
be addressed. Earlier, due to the
suspension of development assistance
to Afghanistan, development projects
were replaced with humanitarian
assistance -- nearly 3.5 billion USD
annually -- thus lowering the incidence
of development in the country.

The scale of corruption in Afghanistan
has decreased significantly particularly
in customs through the Taliban’s
clampdown on corruption and
smuggling.’® In 2022, Afghanistan
was ranked 150 on the Corruption
Perception Index out of 180 countries
compared to 174 in 2021.%2 In this
regard, the Taliban recently finalized
plans for the establishment of a
Ports Committee, consisting of 14
institutions in a bid to standardize
ports and prevent smuggling.'®3

The Taliban announced a ban on
opium in April 2022, and since then
they have taken steps to sharply reduce
opium poppy cultivation. According
to reports, poppy production in
Afghanistan has dropped by 99
percent. The area of poppy cultivation
in Helmand, which is the country’s
largest opium-producing province, has
been reduced from over 129,000 ha in
2022 to only 740 ha as of April 2023.
Similarly, a reduction in Nangarhar has
dropped to only 865 ha compared to
over 7,000 ha in 2022.7%
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Subsequently, the Taliban have
established a  vocational and
rehabilitation center called Aghous
in Kabul for the treatment of drug
addictions. In 2022, almost 42,000
patients were given treatment at the
center. The nature of the treatment
is unknown. Additionally, more than
5,000 anti-narcotics operations have
reportedly been conducted by the
Afghan security forces, as a result
of which a large number of drug
traffickers and their facilitators were
arrested.’

The US Special Representative
for Afghanistan, Thomas West,
welcomed the Taliban's policies

concerning the ban of drugs in the
country and considered the move in
the “shared interest” of the region
and beyond.’ While the ban on
opium production is a positive step,
it has created an immediate need for
alternative development efforts in the
country.

The UN recently summarized that
the Afghan economy has been
sustained in the face of international
sanctions through taxation, domestic
production, and foreign aid, however,
it warned that there are limited
chances of it achieving the pre-2021
level due to frozen foreign assets and
frequent problems being faced by the
business community.'®’



Foreign Policy

Despite lacking international
recognition, the Taliban continue to
consider themselves an equal and
active member of the international
community and try to conduct
foreign affairs like any other state.
They regularly issue statements and
comment on events taking place
in the world, be it congratulating
world  leaders™® or  expressing
concerns about political instability
in the neighborhood and calling for
“restraint and understanding.”'°

Notwithstanding the lack of formal
recognition, since coming into power,
the Taliban have been engaging with
neighboring countries and the broader
international community in one form
or another. This involvement includes
engaging with representatives of
diplomatic missions in Afghanistan,
hosting incoming foreign delegations,
traveling abroad, and participating
in various international and regional
interactions. This also includes taking
charge of Afghanistan’s diplomatic
missions in at least 18 countries,°
as a majority of Afghan diplomatic
missions in the West continue to
be run by officials of the previous
government. However, according to
the Taliban, these diplomats continue
their activities in coordination with the
Taliban Foreign Ministry."" Regional
countries, primarily China, Russia, Iran,
and Pakistan, have continued to keep
their embassies open in Afghanistan
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and have continued to engage with
the Taliban on a regular basis.

While the Taliban's engagement was
initially limited to regional countries,
the scope of the group’s diplomatic
engagement has increased and
moved beyond the immediate
neighborhood. Since August
2021, the group has been holding
regular interactions not only with
representatives of its immediate
neighbors but also with officials
from Tirkiye, Qatar, Japan, and
Norway, as well as with international
aid organizations. As of July 31,
2023, the representatives of more
than 30 countries and international
organizations are active throughout
Afghanistan.””? Interactions with US
and European government continue
to be held primarily in Doha, with the
exception of some visits by US, UK,
and EU officials.

The Taliban claim, that in the last two
years, around 80 high and middle
officials from different countries have
met with their representatives in
Kabul."”* The following paragraphs
provide an overview of the most
relevant diplomatic interactions by
the Taliban:

Diplomatic missions headed by Taliban
representatives have in recent months
begun to increase their diplomatic
engagements. On April 13, 2023, the
Afghanistan Ambassador to Qatar,
Mohammad Naeem, attended a
festive fast-breaking dinner arranged
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by Hamas in Doha. The event was
also attended by the ambassadors of
Iran, Turkiye, and Russia in Qatar.'*
On April 14, Kazakhstan accredited
the Taliban-proposed ambassador to
the country. However, Kazakhstan’s
Foreign Ministry clarified that the
“arrival of representatives of the new
administration of Afghanistan does
not mean recognition.” >

On April 13, Taliban Foreign
Minister Amir Muttagi participated
in the fourth ministerial meeting of
Afghanistan’s neighbors (Pakistan,
Iran, Tajikistan, China, Russia, and
Turkmenistan). The meeting was
chaired by Uzbekistan's Foreign
Minister and involved participation
by the Foreign Ministers of China,
Russia, Iran, and Tajikistan. Pakistan
and Turkmenistan were represented
by Deputy Foreign Ministers."” All
parties agreed upon the need for a
joint effort to extend humanitarian
aid and in fighting terrorism in
Afghanistan.’”” On the same date, the
Foreign Ministers of Afghanistan and
Uzbekistan held separate discussions
related to bilateral relations, economic
cooperation and connectivity, and
opportunities arising out of the Trans-
Afghan Railway.'’®

On April 14, Serik Zhomangarin,
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of
Trade and Integration of Kazakhstan,
paid a visit to Afghanistan, where he
met with senior officials of the Taliban.
During the meeting, opportunities
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for investment in Afghanistan were
discussed, considering the fact that
the level of trade between the two
countries has increased to 900 million
USD in 2022'° which is 2.1 times
higher than 2021 (474.3 million
USD). 80

On April 29, Jamal Nasir Gharwal,
the Chargé d'Affaires of the Afghan
Embassy in Russia, participated in
a meeting of the Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO) at the
invitation of the organization’s
secretary. During the meeting,
matters pertaining to Afghanistan
were discussed, as the members of
the CSTO called on the Taliban to
take the necessary steps to eliminate
terrorism and curtail drug supply.'®

On May 6, 2023, following the
Samarkand Dialogue, the Taliban
Foreign Minister took part in the fifth
China-Afghanistan-Pakistan  Foreign
Ministers' Dialogue in Islamabad. All
three sides reiterated commitments
to a prosperous Afghanistan, for
which the respective foreign ministers
emphasized cooperation in multiple
domains. At this occasion, the
significance of women’s and girls’
rights, particularly their right to
education, and security concerns were
underscored. All sides stressed the
need to not allowing any individual,
group, or party, including the Tehreek-
e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and the
Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement
(ETIM), to use their territories to



harm and threaten regional security
and interests or conduct terrorist
actions.'® Responding to a question,
the Chinese Foreign  Ministry’'s
spokesperson said that during the
trilateral meeting, the Taliban made
a written pledge to not let any
group use Afghanistan’s territory for
terrorism.™®3

Following the trilateral dialogue
in Islamabad, the Taliban Foreign
Minister had separate meetings
with the Pakistani civil and military
leadership, as well as religious clerics
and legal scholars.'® During the talks
matters related to regional security,
border management, and terrorism
were discussed and an agreement was
reached to increase trade, combat
terrorism, and enhance bilateral
relations.’® The Taliban Minister
of Industry and Trade, Nooruddin
Azizi, who had accompanied
Foreign Minister Muttaqi, also had
a wide range of meetings with his
Pakistani counterparts where matters
pertaining to the facilitation of transit
trade were discussed. Moreover,
the delegation also had meetings in
Karachi where they met with various
Pakistani traders and requested 24-
hour operationalization of the port.
The Afghan delegation also expressed
the need to renew the Afghanistan—
Pakistan Transit Trade Agreement.'8®

On May 12, in the first such
meeting with any foreign leader, the
Taliban's supreme leader Haibatullah
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Akhundzada held talks with the Qatari
Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Jassim Al-Thani. According to
media reports, the overall situation in
Afghanistan was discussed, including
resolving the Taliban's tension with
the international community and the
need for the Taliban to end their bans
on girls' education and women's
employment.’® Additionally, Al Thani
met with the Taliban Prime Minister
Hassan Akhund and discussed matters
concerning the Afghan economy,
women’'s and girls" education, and
the humanitarian situation.'®®

On May 13, the head of the
Afghan Embassy in China, Syed
Muhyiddin Sadat, participated in
the Third International Exhibition of
Construction Equipment and the Belt
and Road Initiative Business Forum
on Infrastructure and Construction in
Changsha, Hunan province. During
his visit to the province, Sadat also
met with officials from the Zoomlion
Machinery Company for possible
cooperation on Afghanistan receiving
construction equipment from the
company.'8®

Similarly, the Chinese Ambassador to
Kabul, Wang Yu, regularly interacts
with the Taliban. On May 22, he
met the Taliban’s Interior Minister to
analyze the outcome of the tripartite
meeting of foreign ministers in
Pakistan.'® This was followed by
a meeting with Foreign Minister
Muttagi on May 23. During the
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meeting, issues pertaining to bilateral
interests were discussed, with a
specific focus on the resumption
of direct flights between the two
countries, the export of products to
China, and the inauguration of a new
housing scheme in Afghanistan.’

Iran, which did not close its
diplomatic mission after the Taliban
assumed power, has, like other
immediate neighbors, maintained its
engagement with the Taliban. While
diplomatic interactions have regularly
taken place, in the recent past, Iran-
Afghan tensions have erupted due
to a river water distribution dispute
over the Helmand River, which led to
violent clashes between the Taliban
and Iranian border forces near Nimroz
on May 27, in which two Iranian
and one Afghan border guard were
killed."?

Later, in a video message, a local
Taliban  leader,  Abdul Hamid
Khorasani, warned the Iranian
authorities of not to challenge the
group’s capability since, if allowed by
the Taliban leadership, the group would
be capable enough to fight Iranians
“with more passion” as compared
to the US. However, the Iranian
Interior Ministry later stated that the
Taliban have dismissed some low-key
individuals, allegedly Khorasani, over
“irresponsible” remarks.’® On May
27, the Taliban Foreign Minister called
on the Iranian authorities to align their
demands with the 1973 Helmand

32

water treaty. His remarks came in
response to Iranian President Ebrahim
Raisi’s statement in which he reminded
Afghan authorities of Iran's water
rights under the international treaty.*
The Iran-Afghan water dispute is
decades old, and a treaty was signed
between the two countries in 1973
to reach an agreement. However, in
2021, with the construction of the
Kamal Khan Dam in Afghanistan,
Iran alleges Afghan authorities of
not releasing the agreed share of the
Helmand River's water.'%®

Moreover, on July 24, 2023, the
I[ranian Foreign Minister, Hossein Amir-
Abdollahian, in an interview said that
SIS fighters from Syria, Irag, and Libya
had recently relocated to Afghanistan
and that one of the challenges facing
the Talibban was the presence of
Daesh.’™ Denying the claim, Abdul
Qahar Balkhi, a spokesman for the
Taliban Foreign Ministry, said that the
group has continuously fought against
Daesh both during and after the end
of the occupation and asked the
Iranian authorities to work mutually
for the economic prosperity and
regional integration instead of making
false accusations.™’

Pakistan and Afghanistan relations
have been facing strains since the
Talibban came into power. Although
several high-level visits have taken
place between the two sides, relations
have been tense due to security issues,
primarily the presence of the Tehreek-



e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) in Afghanistan.
An attack on the Chargé d'Affaires
of Pakistan in Kabul, on December 2,
2022, led to the reduction of diplomatic
activities of Pakistan’s mission in Kabul.
However, the attacked diplomat
returned to Kabul in April 2023. Since
then, he has held several meetings
with the Taliban, including regular
meetings with their Foreign Minister
where both sides agreed to establish
a committee between the Afghan
Directorate of Consular Affairs and the
Embassy of Pakistan in a bid to facilitate
the movement of Afghan nationals.’®®
Moreover, the minister appreciated the
release of 66 Afghan prisoners'® --
who were arrested due to illegal entry
or lack of documents -- from Karachi,
Pakistan, calling this action a “positive
step. 200

On July 20, Pakistan's Special
Representative for Afghanistan, Asif
Durrani, paid his first official visit
to Afghanistan, where he met the
Taliban’s Foreign Minister. During
the meeting, the Foreign Minister
called for cooperation on the
economic front and work for regional
security and development. Similarly,
Pakistan’s representative appreciated
the improved security condition in
Afghanistan and assured cooperation
in the political and economic fields.
Subsequently, the representative
expressed support to complete the
Torkham-Jalalabad Road and to
facilitate issues related to visas.?’
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Through Doha, the Taliban are
also engaging with the US Special
Representative  for  Afghanistan,
Thomas West. From July 30-31, the
Taliban Foreign Minister Muttagi
led a high-level delegation to Qatar
to attend two-day plenary and
technical committees level talks with
the US Special Representative and
Rina Amiri, the US Special Envoy for
Afghan Women, Girls and Human
Rights. The Taliban delegation
consisted of representatives from Da
Afghanistan Bank and the Finance
Ministry. Both sides discussed the
status of the Afghan economy, the
humanitarian situation, confidence-
building measures, and issues of
human rights.?®? During the visit,
Foreign Minister Muttagi also met
with  representatives of  various
countries, including the United
Kingdom, Spain, South Korea, the
Netherlands, Italy, Australia, and
Canada. Muttagi urged the envoys to
resume their activities in Afghanistan
and also discussed the recent political,
economic, security, governance, anti-
narcotics, and development projects
in Afghanistan.?®

Since August 2021, Russia has been
one of the few countries that did
not close its diplomatic mission in
Afghanistan. Moscow has been
regularly engaging with the Taliban.
Dmitry Zhirnov, the Ambassador of the
Russian Federation to Afghanistan, has
regularly held meetings with different
officials of the Taliban. Moreover, the
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Special Representative of the Russian
President for Afghanistan, Zamir
Kabulov, has also been visiting Kabul
to talk with the Taliban.2%

Turkiye is the only NATO member with
a diplomatic presence in Afghanistan.
It has continued to engage with
the Taliban on different levels and
at the same time continued to run
aid operations within the country
through its Disaster and Emergency
Management Authority and the Turkish
Red Crescent. Given Turkiye once had a
military presence in Afghanistan under
ISAF, Ankara has experience operating
in the region and the continuation
of diplomatic, economic, and
humanitarian transactions with the
Taliban furthers its agenda of gaining
regional influence. The Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevlit Cavusoglu has often
spoken about the ‘the importance
of the international community’s
engagement with the Taliban”, stating
that "recognition and engagement
are two different things." 2%

The Turkish ambassador in Kabul,
Cihad Erginay, has regularly been
interacting with the Taliban. On April
25, 2023, he met Second Deputy
Prime Minister, Abdul Salam Hanafi,
highlighting  Ankara’s interest in
helping to develop relations between
the Taliban and the international
community.2% Similarly, on July 30,
the Turkish envoy met the Deputy
Minister of Refugees and Repatriation,
Mohammad Arsalan Kharouti, in
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Kabul to discuss issues concerning the
illegal migration of Afghans to Turkiye
and an upcoming visit to Turkiye in a
bid to discuss the issue.2*”

Turkish companies have also been
active in the Afghan energy sector,
by providing technical and skilled
assistance, particularly the Turkish
company 77 Construction. Apart
from ongoing projects in Herat, back
in 2022, with an investment of 160
million USD, it completed the second
phase of the Kajaki hydroelectric
dam in Helmand.?®® Prior to August
2021, Turkiye had established various
cultural centers across the country,
and the Yunus Emre Institute, which
teaches different forms of art,
continues to operate.?%® Additionally,
there are nearly 34 Afghan-Turkish
Maarif schools operational in seven
Afghan provinces.2®°

India is another country that also
began to engage with the Taliban. In
June 2022, India reopened its embassy
in Kabul by sending a “technical
team” of officials. Since then, not
only has trade resumed between the
two states, but India has continued to
provide military training programs to
Afghan forces.?" Apart from military
training, India has been providing
Afghan diplomats with (online)
diplomatic training. Moreover, a trade
agreement that was signed with India
in October 2022 to resume the air
corridor between Afghanistan and
India for trade continues to operate.?'



Amongst Western interactions,
representatives  from  Japan and
Norway have been holding regular
meetings with the Taliban. Most of
their interactions carry discussions
concerning girls’ education, women's
rights, the humanitarian situation,
and terrorism in the country. On July
6, 2023, the Japanese Ambassador to
Afghanistan, Takashi Okada, called on
the Taliban Minister of Foreign Affairs,
where he said that Japan is looking
into broadening engagement and
cooperation with Afghanistan in issues
relating to narcotics, education, climate
change, water management, heritage
sites, health and other areas.?'

The Norwegian Chargé d'Affaires for
Afghanistan, Paul Klouman Bekken,
has held three meetings with Foreign
Minister Muttaqi, on May 10,2'* May
22,2 and July 11.2® On July 19 he
also met Deputy Foreign Minister
Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanekzai.?"”
During these discussions, issues
pertaining to security, Afghan citizens
in Europe, and the eradication of
drugs in the country were discussed.

While Western engagement with the
Taliban is limited, on July 6, 2023,
Robert Chatterton Dickson, the
British Embassy's Chargé d'Affaires in
Afghanistan who operates from Doha,
met with Foreign Minister Muttaqi
in Kabul.?'® During their discussion,
matters related to commercial issues,
education, consular services, and
the relationship between Kabul
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and London were focused on. The
Taliban Minister of Higher Education,
Neda Mohammad Nadim, also had
a meeting with Dickson, where he
urged collaboration in the area of
education in Afghanistan.?®

Moreover, Tobias Ellwood, Member of
Parliament and Chair of the UK Defense
Select Committee of the House of
Commons, visited Afghanistan in July
2023 and interacted with the Taliban.
He recorded a controversial video
message in which he said that he had
witnessed real progress in Afghanistan
and believes it is now time to start
negotiating with the Taliban. He
further said that the UK must review
its diplomatic approach to Kabul and
suggested that the UK should reopen
its embassy in Kabul.??® After posting
the video Ellwood faced criticism and
later apologized in a tweet, stating,
"however well-intentioned, reflections
of my personal visit could have been
better worded."??" A day before
facing a vote of no confidence in his
chairmanship he resigned from his
position as Chair of the UK Defense
Select Committee of the House of
Commons on September 13.222

Apart  from interactions  with
diplomatic representatives of different
countries, the Taliban have also
continued to hold regular interactions
with international organizations and
aid agencies. On May 26, 2023, the
Secretary General of the Norwegian
Refugee Council, Jan Egeland, met
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members of the Taliban's Ministry
of Economy in Kabul. He urged the
Taliban to work for the resumption of
women's and girls’ education.??

On June 1, 2023, the United
Nations Secretary-General’s Special
Representative for Afghanistan, Roza
Otunbayeva, met Foreign Minister
Muttagi and discussed the Taliban’s
interactions with the international
community and the current situation
of the country and the region.??

OnJune 24, the Special Coordinatorfor
the Independent Assessor Mandated
by Security Council Resolution 2679
(2023), Feridun Sinirlioglu, called on
Foreign Minister Muttaqi.??®> On the
same day, he also met the Interior
Minister Anas Haqggani. During the
meeting, both men discussed issues
concerning drugs, terrorism, and the
Taliban's interaction with the world.?%¢

On July 24, 2023, the head of the Aga
Khan Foundation for Afghanistan,
Najmuddin Najm, met with Foreign
Minister Muttagi. In the meeting,
the start of a new mission where
the organization was asked to assist
in the restoration and preservation
of historical monuments within
Afghanistan was discussed.??’

On July 27, Foreign Minister Muttagqi
held a coordination meeting with UN
agencies in Kabul. Representatives
from other ministries as well as UN
agencies (UNAMA, OCHA, UNICEF,
WFP) and the Deputy Special
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Representative of the UN Secretary-
General were also present. During
the meeting, the Deputy Special
Representative provided information
about the new strategic plan of the
UN for Afghanistan. Foreign Minister
Muttagi expressed a desire for the
conversion of humanitarian aid into
business opportunities.??®

In summary, it can be stated that
the world community's eagerness to
help the Afghan people has led to a
wide range of engagements with the
Taliban government in an effort to
ensure both the safety and prosperity
of the country and the rights of the
Afghan population, including girls and
women. International engagement
with the Taliban is likely to continue as
the international community is eager
to prevent the country from becoming
a breeding ground for terrorism in
the future. The Taliban are trying to
use these increased engagements
to shift the de facto recognition
of their government towards a de
jure recognition without actually
fulfilling many of their international
commitments.

Security Situation

Since the Taliban government came
into power, the security situation in
the country has significantly improved.
This can be mostly attributed to the
cessation of the insurgency previously
carried out by the now-ruling de



facto authorities. According to a
survey conducted by the World Bank
in December 2022, perceptions of
security have improved, with two-
thirds of households reporting that
they felt safer than a year ago.?*
While it is reported in a UN Security
Council (UNSC) Report, that 23 armed
groups in Afghanistan oppose the
Taliban, at the same time, according
to the Uppsala Conflict Data Program,
in 2022, violence in Afghanistan
decreased significantly and that for
the first time since 2004, the conflict
did not reach the intensity level of
war.2° While anti-Taliban groups have
remained strident in their opposition
to the group, they have failed to pose
a serious threat to the Taliban so far.*'

Although domestically, the Taliban
have managed to achieve some
semblance of security, the presence
of transnational terrorist outfits,
primarily the Daesh regional affiliate
Islamic  State Khorasan Province
(ISKP), the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP) and the East Turkistan Islamic
Movement (ETIM), continues to
pose grave challenges not only for
Afghanistan but the wider region.

The only potent violent threat to the
Taliban is ISKP, a longtime adversary
of the group. ISKP, estimated to have
between 4,000 to 6,000 members
(including family members), has
launched multiple attacks against
Taliban  targets, killing  several
senior officials (including provincial
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governors in  March 2023 and
June 2023) in Balkh, Baghlan, and
Badakhshan provinces.?*? ISKP has
also targeted Afghan civilians (mostly
minority groups, Shia, Hazaras,
and religious minorities) as well as
Afghanistan’s  neighbors  through
externally-oriented operations,
including cross-border rocket attacks
against Uzbekistan and Tajikistan,
and attacks against the Russian,
Pakistani, and Chinese presence in
Afghanistan.?33

According to the UNSC report, ISKP's
attacks are intended to portray the
Taliban as incapable of providing
security and to undermine the
relationship between the Taliban and
neighboring countries.?3* Additionally,
ISKP continues to be a persistent
security threat for relief operations
and actors across the country. In July,
the Iranian Foreign Minister, Hossein
Amir-Abdollahian said that one of the
challenges facing the Taliban was the
presence of Daesh, particularly the
relocation of Daesh to Afghanistan
from Iraq, Syria, and Libya. The Taliban
have denied the claim.?®

According to the UNSC's Analytical
Support and Sanctions Monitoring
Team Report on Afghanistan, the
country has been referred to as a place
of global significance for terrorism,
with approximately twenty terrorist
groups operating in the country.?3®
Moreover, since the Afghan Taliban
took control in August 2021, the
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TTP has been gaining momentum
in Afghanistan and other terrorist
outfits have been using the TTP cover
to operate within Afghanistan.?’ The
report, however, notes that in June
2023, certain TTP elements were
relocated away from the border area,
as part of the Taliban’s efforts to rein
in the group under pressure from the
government of Pakistan. The report
stated that since the reunification
with several splinter groups, TTP
has aspired to re-establish control
of territory in Pakistan after being
emboldened by the Taliban takeover
in Afghanistan and that TTP was
focused on high-value targets in
border areas and soft targets in
urban ones.?*® Moreover, according
to the UNSC's Analytical Support and
Sanctions Monitoring Team Report,
training camps of the East Turkestan
Islamic Movement (ETIM), a Muslim
separatist group founded by militant
Uighurs and currently based in Kunar,
are being used by TTP fighters.?°
Beijing has often voiced concern
over the alleged use of Afghan soil
by ETIM militants to carry out cross-
border activities in China.?#

Al-Qaeda, with which the Taliban
enjoy a “symbiotic” relationship
according to the UNSC report,
currently has 30 to 60 members
in Afghanistan whereas the total
number of their fighters is estimated
to be 400.%4" The report further states
that al-Qaeda is seeking cooperation

with regional terrorist organizations
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such as ETIM, the Islamic Movement
of Uzbekistan, and Jamaat Ansarullah
from Tajikistan.

Taliban spokesman Zabihullah
Mujahid strongly denounced the
report which according to the group
was baseless and "full of prejudice."
The Taliban have continued to deny
the presence of terrorist groups on
its soil. According to the Taliban,
groups like al-Qaeda are being
monitored by the General Directorate
of Intelligence.?#?

However, it is estimated that ETIM has
expanded the scope of their operations
by building new operational bases
in Afghanistan's Baghlan Province
and recruiting fighters of numerous
nationalities. It is observed that ETIM
has formulated a long-term plan of
training young fighters and engaging
themin drug trafficking to accumulate
funds. Currently, the group is keeping
its presence in Badakhshan, Takhar,
Kunduz, Baghlan, Logar, Kunar and
Sari Pul Provinces, and has a fighting
strength of 300 to 1,200 fighters.?*

UNAMA recorded that out of a total
of 3,774 civilian casualties between
August 15, 2021, and May 30,
2023, almost three-quarters of these
casualties resulted from attacks with
Improvised Explosive Devices (IED)
in populated areas, such as worship
places, schools, and markets.?*
Subsequently, of the total civilian
casualties (1,095 killed and 2,679
wounded), there were 233 women
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(92 killed, 141 wounded) and 866 IED attacks, 639 due to explosive
children (287 killed, 579 wounded).  remnants of war, and 148 due to
During the period, almost 2,814  targeted killings.?*
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Opinion Corner

Afghan People Need
Action

Nargis Nehan

The collapse of the Afghan state on
August 15, 2021, has plunged the
country into a series of crises, made
worse by climate change and seasonal
floods. According to the WFP's latest
report, more than 15 million people
are acutely food insecure while three
million are at the brink of famine,
and that is at the height of summer,
when locally produced food should
be filling the gap.

According to the United Nations Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs  (OCHA), the Afghanistan
humanitarian  response is facing
substantial  “critical funding gaps”
amounting to 1.3 billion USD with
many programs already closed due
to insufficient resources, and several
others at risk of imminent rupture
between July and September 2023.

Since August 2021, more than 1.6
million Afghans have migrated
to Pakistan, one million to Iran,
13,000 to Uzbekistan, and around
6,000 to Tajikistan. Besides poverty
and insecurity, most families leave
Afghanistan to have access to
education for their girls.
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Moreover, the United Nations Security
Council's Sanction Monitoring Team
reports that around 20 international
terrorist groups, including al-Qaeda
and Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP),
have established a strong presence
in Afghanistan. Links between the
Taliban and al-Qaeda are said to be
"strong and symbiotic,” with al-
Qaeda now "“rebuilding operational
capability”  from its base in
Afghanistan. The report says that this
is @ “serious threat to Central Asia in
the longer term.”

And in this situation, where
Afghanistan faces multiple crises, there
is no legitimate and representative
government with the political will to
respond. The situation was caused by
the collective failure of all actors, from
the leaders of the former republic,
who ran away, to the US and its allies,
who abandoned the country, but
most of all to the Taliban. They had
an opportunity in 2021 to form an
inclusive and genuinely representative
government, with  well-regulated
education and job opportunities
for women and girls, where former
members of the security forces,
activists, and the media were protected
by an amnesty. Most importantly, they
could have relied on the civil servants,
those who were running the ministries
and public institutions to continue
providing the critical basic lifesaving
services to people.
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The Afghan people are exhausted
from more than forty vyears of
constant bloody warfare and would
have accepted and cooperated with
the Taliban’s Islamic Emirate if it had
governed competently with fairness,
inclusivity, and justice.

But instead, the Taliban focused on
controlling people’s lives, imposing
many severe restrictions on women.
Recently they issued another edict
banning the operation of women’s
beauty salons, making another 7,000
women jobless. Besides not protecting
vulnerable communities, they even
interfered with the Hazara community’s
commemoration of their most religious
day, 10" Muharram. Many people,
including children, were injured, and
some killed when the Taliban opened
fire on crowds who were gathering for
the event. All the Afghan Hindu and
Sikh religious minorities left Afghanistan
and resettled in India.

Opposition  has been stifled by
the persecution and extrajudicial
detention of activists and journalists
who were peacefully advocating for
education and freedom. These include
the prominent education campaigner,
Matiullah Wesa, who has not been
seen since his arrest in April.

Despite all these challenges, Afghan
society is still highly vibrant and resilient.
Young women and girls protest on the
streets and social media for their rights
to be educated and to work. Some
TV and radio channels are hosting
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programs in which participants openly
express their views about the current
situation, despite the restrictions. In a
land where poetry is revered, people
meet for poetry evenings where they
criticize the de facto authorities in their
poems. In today's Afghanistan, people
have learnedto express theiropinionand
make themselves heard. Today, no one
can assume solutions for Afghanistan
except Afghans themselves and no
one can impose their political agenda
on Afghans against their will. Women'’s
reaction to the latest statement of US
Special Envoy for Afghan Women and
Girls, Rina Amiri who tweeted that she
is engaging with the Talibban based
on the demand of Afghan women,
demonstrates how betrayed Afghan
people feel and how they are using
different mediums to raise their voice.

Afghan people have had enough of
people expressing sympathy for their
plight. They demand action instead of
nice tweets.

The Taliban must understand that the
collapse of the Islamic Republic had
less to do with their fight but more
to do with political fragmentation,
corruption, insecurity, and public
frustration with the highly centralized
and poor governance of the Islamic
Republic.

It is not too late for there to be a
peaceful change of mind by the
Taliban. They still have a unique
opportunity to form an inclusive
and representative  government,
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grant women and girls their human
and Islamic rights, protect ethnic
minorities, uphold their general
amnesty, avoid discriminatory
policies, participate in dialogues, and
talk to Afghan women, civil society,
political oppositions, and neighboring
countries and address their concerns.
But if there is no change, the
insecurity will only get worse. If the
former Islamic Republic, with both
internal and external legitimacy, and
billions of dollars in assistance, could
not survive, how could the Taliban
think their Islamic Emirate with no
internal and external legitimacy and
popularity could survive?

Even some countries, such as Iran
and Pakistan, who openly supported
the Talibban and advocated for their
recognition, have now changed their
mind. Today, even these two immediate
neighbors of Afghanistan complain
about the Taliban's lack of cooperation.

Neighboring countries must see
ordinary Afghans as their long-term
partners as governments and regimes
come and go. They must engage with
Afghan women and civil society and
provide them with platforms to have
dialogues about bilateral and regional
issues of states and propose forward-
looking solutions.

Islamic countries, especially Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, must
understand that the current policies
of the Taliban damage the image of
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the Islamic religion, turning such an
extremist face to the world. They must
unite their efforts in pressuring the
Taliban to reverse their discriminative
policies, particularly against women.

The US and its allies must accept that
their withdrawal was irresponsible,
causing political and social chaos in
Afghanistan, and destroying many
of the achievements made in the
last 20 years. They should support
Afghans with intra-Afghan and
regional dialogues to discuss the
domestic and regional dimensions
of the Afghan conflict and discuss
strategies to address them. They must
also be transparent to the Afghan
people about their policy towards
Afghanistan and the region and be
accountable for their engagement
with the Taliban and all other groups.

The international community, Islamic
countries, regional and neighboring
countries, and all actors who are
interested and expect to be engaged
and consulted about Afghanistan
affairs, must also contribute in
addressing the current humanitarian
crises. The Afghan people are being
pushed into poverty in a collapsing
economy and need lifesaving support
not nice statements of sympathy.

Nargis Nehan is an Afghan former
politician who served as the acting
Minister of Mines, Petroleum, and
Industries.



Taliban Rule in
Afghanistan: Two
Years On - A Pakistani
Perspective

By Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry

For over four decades, the people of
Afghanistan have seen nothing but a
fratricidal war ripping their country
apart like a human body pierced by
hundreds of needles, each hurting
more than the other. A land of proud
people, mighty mountains, fresh
spring water, and uniquely tasting
fruits deserves better than what it
has endured all these years. The most
recent turmoil started in December
1979 when the forces of the Soviet
Union marched into Afghanistan.
Pakistan concernedthatitmightbethe
next destination of the Soviet Union’s
quest for access to warm waters of
the Indian Ocean, and the United
States, charged with the mission
to stop the spread of Communism,
teamed together to create what came
to be known as the “Afghan Jihad.”
The Afghan Mujahideen fought well
and the Soviet forces decided to
retreat in 1988. The field was now
wide open for the Mujahideen to
form an Afghan-led government.
But, they did not, and started a bitter
fight with each other as if they would
fight to the last one of them. The
country was shattered and its people
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were traumatized. Emerging from
this chaos was a group of students
of madrassas (religious schools), who
came to be known as the Taliban.

Led by Mullah Omar, the Taliban
managed to overpower other groups
and by September 1996 they had
seized control of Kabul and several
other parts of the country. Thus
started the first rule of the Taliban,
subjecting the Afghans to austere
versions of cultural and Islamic
practices. Women were confined to
their homes. Girls" education was
banned. The statutes of Buddha in
Bamiyan were defaced. Non-Muslims
were made to wear a yellow badge.
Only three countries, Pakistan, Saudi
Arabia, and the UAE, extended formal
recognition to the group. Years of
chaos had already attracted terrorist
entities to the ungoverned territories
of Afghanistan, al-Qaeda (AQ), led
by Osama Bin Laden, being the most
prominent of them.

Sensing the gathering of a storm,
the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) imposed in 1999 a sanctions
regime on the Taliban and AQ under
Resolution 1267. Then came the
terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, which the US blamed on AQ
based in Afghanistan. The US decided
to launch a Global War on Terror
(GWOQOT) to punish the perpetrators of
9/11. The first target was Afghanistan
which the US invaded in late 2001
after the Taliban refused to hand over
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the AQ leadership. The Taliban did
not fight the US frontally and went
underground.

For the next twenty years, the US
remained occupied by the war in
Afghanistan. Decimating AQ was
relatively swift thanks to the support
extended by Pakistan, which had
become an ally of the US in its
GWOT. The intense bombing of
certain Afghan territories, like Tora
Bora, made several militants and
terrorists flee towards the tribal areas
of Pakistan. The war on terror thus
spilled into Pakistan, which fought
against terrorist forces at a huge
human and financial cost for the next
decade and a half. Meanwhile, the
US was getting frustrated with the
lack of success in Afghanistan and
started blaming Pakistan for providing
safe havens to the Taliban. Pakistan’s
view was that the Taliban’s fighting
cadre was in Afghanistan and the US
should pursue a political approach
rather than seek a military victory.

The US finally decided to engage
with the Taliban, which led to the
agreement of February 2020 and
paved the way for the US to pull out
its troops from Afghanistan. Pakistan
had advised the US to undertake a
responsible withdrawal lest another
civil war set in. However, the US
leadership had already made up its
mind to pull out of wars in “distant”
lands and thus decided to leave
Afghanistan in August 2021. Within
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days, the government of President
Ashraf Ghani fell and the Afghan
National Army dissipated. The Taliban
walked into the vacuum unhindered
and captured Kabul and the rest of
the country in just eleven days.

The second rule of the Taliban started
off well, giving an impression that
much of what they had done in their
first rule might not be repeated. The
international community decided to
first watch closely the principles on
which the Taliban would predicate
their governance and withheld formal
recognition of the Taliban regime.
Nearly all countries of the world were
unanimous in their expectation that
the Taliban deliver on three important
facets of their governance.

First, the world expected the Taliban
to form an inclusive government. The
idea was that other ethnic groups of
the multicultural Afghan society, like
Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras, should
be taken along so that the country
does not descend into another civil
war, which neither the people of
Afghanistan nor the region could
afford. Second, the international
community wanted the Taliban to
fully respect the human rights of
Afghans, especially the right of girls
to education and women to work.
Third, the Taliban must honor their
commitment that they would not
allow Afghan territory to be used
by any entity to commit terrorism
anywhere. On all three counts, the



progress seems to be under par. The
initial hopes of moderate governance
by the Taliban during their second
rule have since been dashed.

It would be pertinent to inquire if
the inability of the Taliban to meet
the expectations of the international
community is because of its political
will or lack of capacity or both.

If one looks at the initial days of
the Taliban rule right after the
American troops started to leave in
August 2021, the Taliban inherited
an extremely difficult situation. The
focus of the US and Western powers
at that time was to evacuate the
foreigners and Afghans who had
worked with them or wanted to
leave. The Taliban did cooperate with
the evacuation though this caused
a serious brain drain of economists,
civil servants, and other skilled
workers, and thus undermined the
capacity of the Taliban government
to run even routine administration.
To compound the Taliban’s problems,
the country suffered systematic and
repeated terrorist attacks, mostly
by the so-called Islamic State of
Khorasan Province (ISKP), targeting
mosques, hospitals, and schools in
predominantly Shia neighborhoods
and the Hazara community. ISKP
is also reportedly absorbing the
disillusioned Taliban fighters and other
smaller militant groups. Despite this
continuing threat, the Taliban have
managed to maintain administrative
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control over the entire territory of the
country.

In August 2021, in the wake of the
terrorist bombing at the Kabul airport,
the UN Security Council adopted
a resolution 2593 demanding that
the Afghan territory not be used
to threaten any country. Yet, a year
later on August 2, 2022, a US drone
strike killed Ayman Al-Zawahiri of AQ
in a house in Kabul. This had raised
guestions whether the Taliban were
aware of the presence of Al-Zwahiri in
Kabul, and whether they were serious
about honoring their commitment
that Afghan soil would not be used
for terrorism. Like Pakistan, which
has faced terrorist attacks by the
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) using
Afghan soil, the entire international
community is concerned and anxious
if the Taliban were fully determined
to not allow Afghan territory for
terrorism anywhere.

Meanwhile, the country is facing the
“world's worst humanitarian disaster”
according to Human Rights Watch.
The country’s population is food
insecure, including 875,000 children
facing acute malnutrition. Since there
are other issues occupying the global
attention, particularly the war in
Ukraine, the situation in Afghanistan
has disappeared from the world news.
The country’s economy is in distress,
made worse by the continuing
sanctions under UNSC resolutions
1267 and 1373, making it difficult for
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any country to engage in economic
activity with the Taliban government.
There is also a substantial loss of
international aid, partly because
the Taliban government's repressive
policies such as against the rights
of women have made it difficult to
mobilize additional assistance.

Poverty levels in the country have
risen alarmingly high. According to
the World Bank, poverty levels, which
were already high at 47 percent in
2019-20, have risen further, and by
mid-2022, "“two-thirds of Afghan
households reportedly could not
afford food and other basic non-food
items.” UNDP has released a report
on Afghanistan’s Socio-Economic
Outlook 2023 which indicates that
Afghanistan’s  economic  output
“collapsed by 20.7 percent” following
the Taliban takeover in 2021. Despite
improvements in some indicators,
the GDP has further “declined by
3.6 percent in 2022.” The economy
is mainly running on the inflow
of foreign aid and customs duty
collection at the borders. According
to UNDP, in 2022, nearly 3.7 billion
USD flowed into Afghanistan out of
which the United Nations contributed
3.2 billion USD. The prospects of
economic recovery remain “weak and
insufficient” over the long term.

Pakistan is most affected by the
situation in  Afghanistan because
of strong economic, commercial,
cultural, ethnic, and religious ties. The
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TTP fighters, who were released from
the prisons in Afghanistan after the
Taliban takeover, have been attacking
Pakistani border posts and mainland
cities. Pakistan also requires full
cooperation of the Taliban to guard
the 2,430-kilometer-long  border,
which the Afghans call the Durand
Line. Close cooperation between
the two countries is also required to
facilitate bilateral trade and transit
trade through the ports of Pakistan.
Both countries also need to find ways
for the return of millions of Afghan
refugees living in Pakistan. Close and
cooperative relations with the Taliban
government is, therefore, a strategic
imperative for Pakistan.

Notably, all countries of the region,
including Pakistan, are consulting
regularly to find a way to contribute
to a lasting peace in Afghanistan.
Multiple regional projects, such as
the TAPI gas pipeline or Central
Asia-South Asia (CASA-1000)
power project, have to pass through
Afghanistan. Peace and stability in
Afghanistan would benefit not just
the people of Afghanistan but also
the entire region. Conversely, an
unstable Afghanistan could become,
once again, a haven for terrorist
organizations. Pakistan has urged the
US to stay engaged and not abandon
Afghanistan. Although the US has
been contributing to the aid flowing
into Afghanistan through the UN, it
could help further by unfreezing the
Afghan overseas financial assets to



the tune of seven billion USD lying in
New York. It is pertinent to recall that
the representative of China, which
had abstained on the resolution 2593
in August 2021, stated at the Council
that the international community
should “work with the Taliban and
provide them with guidance in order
to help maintain stability.”

All said and done, the international
community and the neighbors of
Afghanistan, including Pakistan, are
keen to help the Taliban government
stabilize the country and become
prosperous. There is a recognition
of the capacity issues and the world
is willing to help. However, for that
to happen, the Taliban need to
show some concrete progress in
meeting the expectations of the
international community, especially
on women's rights and counter-
terrorism. That would also facilitate
formal recognition of the Taliban
government. It is clear that the Taliban
will have to walk half the mile before
the international community walks
the other half.

The writer is a former Foreign
Secretary of Pakistan and author of
Diplomatic Footprints. He also headed
a premier think tank in Islamabad.
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