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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

CHAPTER 1. WHAT END IN SIGHT?

Afghanistan has been at war for more than thirty years, and for nearly
a decade, the international community has supported the country’s
political, social, and economic reconstruction—and opposed the re-
turn to power of the Taliban. Afghans have seen many improvements
over that decade, yet the resurgence of the Taliban across much of
the country underscores that they are undeniably a force in Afghan
society whose exclusion entails a very high cost. A majority of the
Afghan people seem anxious for the contending factions to achieve a
negotiated end to the war.

Peace is possible in Afghanistan, if Afghans on all sides can
overcome their deep divisions and if the international community
does not waver or fragment—just as international unity of purpose
has contained and then resolved such other intractable conflicts as
Cambodia, Mozambique, El Salvador, and Bosnia-Herzegovina. For
Afghans and the international community alike, 2011 can be the year
when allies and adversaries reach the strategic conclusion that this
war must end in a compromise peace, and commence the serious
negotiations that will be required to achieve it.

SETTLING INTO STALEMATE

While the fighting in Afghanistan has ramped up to new heights
of intensity, the international community seems clearly to recognize
that the war in Afghanistan will have a political rather than mili-

tary solution. And, despite proclamations of inevitable victory from
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Taliban leaders, there are signs of realization among Taliban that
their progress in recent years has provoked sufficient counterforce
to contain it. Neither side can expect to vanquish the other militarily
in the foreseeable future. This growing sense of stalemate helps to
set the stage for the beginning of a political phase to conclude the
conflict.

PRESSURES OFF THE BATTLEFIELD

There is deepening weariness with the war among the Afghan
public; even the most committed opponents of the Taliban among
Afghans have to calculate that indefinite prolongation of the war puts
their security at risk. Public support in Western countries for main-
taining troops in Afghanistan to protect the government is declining.
Some governments are finding the financial cost of their deployments
increasingly burdensome. For their part, the Taliban have encoun-
tered increasing resistance from the population in areas beyond their
most dedicated base when they have sought to re-impose the stern
morality code of emirate days. Moreover, the improved living stan-
dards that international aid has brought to many Afghans contrasts
sharply with those under Taliban rule. Taliban leaders are also feeling
pressure to explore a negotiating track from the new ambivalence
that many detect in Pakistan.

UNDERSTANDING RECONCILIATION

Securing defections of insurgents or trying to co-opt senior-
level Taliban to join the Kabul regime is unlikely to be sufficient to
bring peace; reconciliation with the insurgents will eventually have
to involve creating a broader political framework to end the war.
Admittedly, though, signaling a willingness to negotiate might be
perceived by some as undermining a message of determination and
strength that is an important element of a military campaign. All sides
may be wary of sending signals that might be construed as evidence
of weakness, even when balanced by demands for major concessions
from the other side.
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Tue Rigut TimME?

While some counsel holding back from negotiations until mili-
tary momentum is clearly and decisively in their favor, we believe the
best moment to start a political process toward reconciliation is now.
For the government’s allies, the optimal window would seem to be
before their capacities peak, not when force levels have commenced a
downward trajectory. For the insurgency, the prospects for negotiat-
ing a share of national power are not likely to become appreciably
brighter by waiting until 2014. On the contrary, the prospect that the
Americans could find a way to reduce the size of their force deploy-
ment and yet maintain force lethality for years to come suggests that
perhaps the only way they can get the Americans truly out is with a
negotiated settlement. For the United States, a negotiating process
allows it to shape the ultimate political outcomes with more confi-
dence than by betting on a prolonged and inconclusive war.

For all sides, the longer negotiations are delayed, the higher the
price is likely to be for restoring peace at the end. While negotiations
will involve difficult trade-offs and priority-setting, a substantive
agreement that would end the war in a way acceptable to all parties
is possible. The sooner a peace process starts, the better the odds that
a genuine peace can be reached well ahead of 2014.
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CHAPTER 2. BUILDING BLOCKS OF A SETTLEMENT

A peace settlement will have to address two broad sets of issues: at
the national level, a political order broadly acceptable to Afghans;
and at the international level, the individual security interests of vari-
ous international stakeholders as well as the shared global security
concerns of all. The Afghans themselves will have the responsibility
to reach compromises on the internal issues, which may be expected
to include:

Ao Division of power. At the heart of this conflict, as in so many
others, is the contest for power, both at the center and in the
provinces. Control of the ministries of defense, interior, and
perhaps also education and justice, may well be particularly
sensitive.

Ao Political order. While the Taliban never saw a need for a consti-
tution or elections during their rule, in a negotiated settlement
they may desire rules that guarantee them political space and the
opportunity to contend for greater power. The current constitu-
tion will likely end up as the point of departure in hammering
out a revamped political system.

o Administrative authority. With control over government
appointments firmly in the president’s hands under the current
constitutional regime, the Taliban will want to ensure that the
key provincial posts awarded to them in a settlement cannot
be revoked at will by the president—whether Hamid Karzai or
a successor. Perhaps a new mechanism at the center, or some
devolution of authority for selection of governors, may be
devised; perhaps budgetary authority for currently elected but
powerless provincial councils could end up on the negotiating
table.

A Presidential power and democracy. Though the Taliban have
never shown interest in the relative merits of presidential or
parliamentary regimes, or in democracy itself, acceptance of
elections as the basis for allocating power is likely to be a key
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element of a power-sharing agreement—and reforming the elec-
toral system will likely present contentious issues.

Islam as basic law. While the 2004 constitution already deeply
embeds Islam in the country’s governance, the Taliban may
press for tighter control, in the name of Sharia, over dress and
behavior, and for enhanced roles for clerics or their nominees in
politics and justice, that other Afghans would resist.

Human rights and rights of women. Defense of the constitu-
tion’s guarantees of human rights, and particularly the rights of
women, against the abuses associated with Taliban rule is likely
to be a major point of contention.

Justice and accountability. Many Afghans—though apparently not
the government or the Taliban—continue to press for bringing
to justice the perpetrators of war atrocities over recent decades;
one available avenue, the International Criminal Court, only
has jurisdiction over crimes since Afghanistan’s accession to the
Rome Statute in 2003.

Afghan security forces. Of particular sensitivity will be control of
the Afghan National Army and the national police; the Taliban
would want to ensure that their former Northern Alliance foes
do not control the state’s coercive power. Their fighters’ incor-
poration into the police or other security forces might prove
contentious.

The international community has serious security interests in

how a settlement positions Afghanistan vis-a-vis its neighbors, while
international resources will be crucial to sustaining the peace—which
should be contingent on Afghans honoring the accord:

A

Economic development. Afghanistan’s own economy remains too
small to cover the country’s peacetime requirements, yet broadly
shared economic and social development is crucial to securing the
stabilization of Afghanistan. A wider range of donors, including
from the region, will need to make firm aid commitments.
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Multilateral funding. Renewed commitment of the multi-
lateral development agencies, especially the World Bank and
Asian Development Bank, will be crucial for long-term, reliable
financing.

Natural resources. Afghanistan’s biggest near-term revenue
prospects lie in mining its mineral deposits. The international
community should assist Afghanistan in negotiating utilization
agreements and support its establishment of a fair and open legal
framework for natural resource revenues.

Capacity-building and education. The international community
will need to start supporting long-neglected secondary, vocational,
and university education, which is critical to developing Afghans’
competencies for effective business management, public adminis-
tration, schools, and health.

Regional economy. A regional border control and trade transit
agreement should be considered as part of, or parallel to, an

Afghan peace settlement.

The international security dimensions of the Afghan peace settle-

ment will need, inter alia, to include the following:

A

Severance of all Taliban relations with al Qaeda and similar
groups. An accord must include a verifiable severing of Taliban
ties with al Qaeda and guarantees that Afghanistan will never
again shelter transnational terrorists, with possible UN Security
Council measures to support counterterrorism capability during
a transition period.

Containing the threat of narcotics. The settlement will need
to ensure vigorous anti-narcotics efforts by Afghan authorities
with close international assistance and cooperation, with the
UN Office on Drugs and Crime empowered to monitor closely
Afghan narcotic production and trafficking and certify the ade-
quacy of that cooperative effort.
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o Withdrawal of foreign forces. This is the key demand of the
insurgency, and the withdrawal of the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF)—and particularly U.S. troops—will
almost certainly be an essential component of the settlement.
Their phase-out will be welcomed by most governments in the
region.

Ao Peacekeeping deployment. The presence of UN peacekeepers
has been an important component of many peace accords, pro-
viding reassurance to the parties, and a political settlement in
Afghanistan is likely to require a UN monitoring and peacekeep-
ing presence to support the implementation of the settlement.
Neither a belligerent party to the current conflict, nor states
bordering Afghanistan, should be part of the force; Muslim
countries in particular should be encouraged to participate.

Ao Afghanistan’s future status in the region. Given the security
anxieties of some of its larger neighbors, a likely cornerstone
of the international settlement may be a precisely negotiated
guarantee of Afghanistan’s “nonalignment” with regard to its
neighbors, and perhaps with any state. Security assurances by all
states in the region, both “negative” and “positive,” should be
endorsed by the UN Security Council.
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CHAPTER 3. MoVING INTO A PoLiTiCcAL PROCESS

Tentative contacts involving the government and the insurgents sug-
gest an interest in a political process among at least some sections of
the insurgency, though deep skepticism remains about the prospects
for a negotiated solution to the war. An effort to establish a political
process—with a framework to capitalize on openings, ensure coher-
ence, focus contacts, and organize regional diplomatic efforts—can
at least clarify practicable options.

AN EXPLORATORY PHASE

Perhaps the most promising option for establishing a political
process would be through an internationally designated facilitator
who could broach sensitive issues without undermining the relevant
players’ respective negotiating positions. A facilitator might be an
individual, a team, a state or group of states, an international orga-
nization, or some combination of these. Through discreet contacts
and discussions with those involved in the conflict or with stakes in
its outcome, a facilitator could determine whether there is enough
potential convergence among the various parties, internal and inter-
national, to sustain serious negotiations on a political settlement. The
United Nations has the greatest institutional experience in providing
such a facilitating role, and appointment by the UN secretary-general
of a representative to head this facilitative phase would be the best
option for undertaking an exploratory engagement.

A NEGOTIATING PROCESS

The facilitator should report to the UN secretary-general and
perhaps the UN Security Council on an ad hoc basis until other struc-
tures are in place. Because there are so many international stakehold-
ers, the facilitator will then need to structure a negotiating process
that can include them when the concerns most important to them
are considered. A standing international conference could provide
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formal scaffolding for a multi-tiered negotiating process. While the
conference might convene in plenary only to launch the negotiating
process and later to ratify its results, it could provide a regular diplo-
matic venue, acceptable and reasonably convenient to all the parties,
for their authorized negotiators.

A primary nexus from the start will be the Afghan parties, who
must resolve the core internal divisions; international supporters may
be helpful from the sidelines. The neighbors in the region, and the
broader international community, will be more directly engaged in
parallel tracks on regional security, economic integration, and post-
conflict peacekeeping arrangements as the Afghans show progress on
their postwar government.

BEYOND PRECONDITIONS

Both sides have set preconditions for talking to their foes that
may reflect the concerns of highest priority to them, but which should
no longer prevent their talking to each other. Fulfillment of each spe-
cific point should be their goals in a political settlement.

AFGHAN (GOVERNMENT PREPARATIONS

Managing a complex political negotiation requires a capable and
representative negotiating team with strong administrative support,
which the Afghan government does not yet have. Moreover, President
Karzai has a heterogeneous constituency whose cohesiveness will be
challenged by the course of negotiations, given many Afghans’ bitter
experience of Taliban rule. His High Peace Council could serve as a
platform to open a national dialogue on goals of any negotiations with
the insurgency and the future shape of the Afghan political order.

The United Nations Assistance Mission for Afghanistan (UNAMA)
has credibility with the Afghan public and is uniquely positioned to
support and encourage countrywide debate in Afghan society on the
goals of eventual negotiations. UNAMA could initiate or support dis-
trict and provincial level dialogue on the substance of negotiations and
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the concerns of various communities about their outcome, including
through the Provincial Peace and Reintegration Committees.

TALIBAN ENGAGEMENT

For a political process to go beyond back-channel discussions,
the Taliban will need to put forward credible interlocutors who can
speak for the insurgency and its commander networks. The Quetta
Shura to all appearances is still the central node of authority within
the insurgency. While figures in the Haqqgani network have expressed
their interests in a political process, they also emphasize fealty to the
Quetta Shura. Political figures connected to Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s
smaller Hezb-i-Islami organization have seemed more disposed to an
alternative political path to end the insurgency. The facilitator head-
ing a political process would likely be engaged with various lead-
ership levels and groups within the insurgency, and through these
contacts may clarify who can speak for the Taliban.

Taliban figures who profess to favor a political track would like
the international community to take a series of steps to create a more
favorable climate for talks, such as removal of individuals from UN
sanctions list and release of detainees. Many in the international com-
munity see these instead as an incentive to completing a settlement
and a reward for demonstrated behavior.

CONFIDENCE-BUILDING MEASURES

The facilitator or the parties themselves may find it useful to
strengthen the credibility of an emerging peace settlement through
confidence-building measures that help demonstrate the viability of
peace to their more hard-line supporters. Potential options might
include early exploration of local ceasefires and the facilitation of
humanitarian access. Other reciprocal de-escalatory measures might
involve an end to ISAF targeting of Taliban field commanders and
shadow governors in exchange for an end to Taliban improvised
explosive device (IED) attacks against ISAF and targeting of Afghan
government officials. Selective sanctions de-listing and detainee
releases may enter the mix of confidence-building measures.
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IMPROVING AFGHAN (FOVERNANCE

Improving governance, limiting corruption, and enhancing the
rule of law will be urgent tasks for the government of Afghanistan
while a political process is under way. Continued failure to act on
them can only undermine its base. ISAF and the international com-
munity, too, have an interest in supporting credible reform measures
ahead of negotiations, including reform of their own lax reliance on
private contractors.

PaxkisTtaN’s RoOLE

Pakistan’s leadership has affirmed its willingness to participate
in a political resolution to the conflict and emphasized its ability to
bring the Taliban to the negotiating table and influence their decision-
making. Without its active involvement, such a process is unlikely to
succeed, though Islamabad should not be understood to speak for
the Taliban. Its official relations with Afghanistan are complicated
by the continuing dispute over the Durand Line, by the presence of
Taliban safe havens in Pakistan, and by Pakistani perception of some
senior Afghan officials’ hostility to Pakistan. Pakistani officials claim
to view their security interests in Afghanistan primarily with refer-
ence to India. Pakistan may be expected to use its influence over the
Taliban as leverage to advance its own security interests as part of a
political settlement.

OTHER REGIONAL PARTIES

Fearing renewed safe havens and training facilities for terrorist
groups that attack India, New Delhi remains wary of a political set-
tlement that appears to give international legitimacy and some share
of power in Kabul to the Taliban. Still, India could better protect
its historic ties, economic links, and legitimate security interests in
Afghanistan through a political settlement than by again supporting
anti-Taliban Afghan factions in a continuing Afghan conflict after
ISAF phases out. Iran’s interests in keeping the Taliban from power
in Afghanistan are complicated by its enmity with the United States,
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but the two countries have convergent concerns about Afghanistan’s
future and they should find common ground for cooperation in sup-
pressing narcotics trafficking and in supporting a carefully negotiated
political role for the insurgency. China’s long-time close relations with
Pakistan could be an asset to the facilitator in encouraging progress
toward a settlement. The Central Asian states, as well as Russia, will
need a settlement that includes provisions to safeguard their borders
against penetration by jihadi fighters and drug traffickers.

THE RoLE OF THE UNITED STATES

The United States, which together with its NATO allies contin-
ues to provide ISAF’s vital support, is the essential interlocutor from
the international community in charting a path toward the conflict’s
resolution. It will need to take an active role in all the stages of the
negotiating process—from the multilateral consultations on appoint-
ment of a facilitator, to convincing reluctant Afghan leaders to pro-
ceed down a negotiating path, to working with the facilitator to find
solutions to break apparent deadlocks. It will have to maintain ongo-
ing dialogue during the negotiating process with all the international
actors, as it has patiently done with a deeply conflicted Pakistan, and
as it must also do with Iran.
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NEGOTIATING WITH THE TALIBAN:
IsSUES AND PROSPECTS
by Antonio Giustozzi

The resilience of the Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan over the past
half-dozen years has dispelled illusions of a military “victory” ex-
cluding them, and an end to the thirty years’ war in Afghanistan
seems certain to involve their reintegration in some form into Afghan
politics. In considering possible negotiations with the Taliban, one
particular concern is how united, or disunited, the Taliban really are.
Giustozzi lays out how the Taliban are structured and organized,
with an eye to assessing the impact of their organization and mo-
dus operandi on their willingness to negotiate and honor a political
settlement.

INDIA IN AFGHANISTAN AND BEYOND: OPPORTUNITIES AND
CONSTRAINTS
by C. Christine Fair

The international community has been ambivalent about India’s
profile in Afghanistan. While the Afghan government and its interna-
tional partners welcome India’s constructive role, many also worry
about the negative externalities associated with India’s footprint in
the country, particularly with respect to Pakistan, which has long
feared Indian encirclement and complains sharply about India’s ex-
panding presence in Afghanistan. In this report, Fair outlines India’s
current interests in Afghanistan, how it has sought to achieve its
aims, and the consequences of its actions for India, Pakistan, and the
international efforts to stabilize Pakistan and Afghanistan.
101
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PosT-SovVIET CENTRAL ASIAN NATIONAL INTERESTS IN
AFGHANISTAN
by Joshua Foust

Afghanistan’s neighbors that garner the most attention in policy
debates about resolving its conflicts are Iran and Pakistan. The five
post-Soviet states to Afghanistan’s north—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan—also will have a hand
in determining Afghanistan’s future, though their relevance is often
discounted and there is little understanding of exactly what their
role might be. The paper explains how and why these bordering
countries do not view the war in Afghanistan in the same terms as
do the United States, Russia, Europe, or the UN Security Council
collectively. While these states are currently preoccupied with in-
ternal issues, Foust sees considerable opportunity for increasing
cooperation among countries in the region in an effort to aid the
international community’s efforts in Afghanistan.

MILITANCY IN PAKISTAN’S BORDERLANDS:
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE NATION AND FOR AFGHAN PoLicy
by Hassan Abbas

Abbas provides a critical perspective on past Pakistani policy toward
jihadist militant groups, the growth of their influence in Federally
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and Kyber Pukhtunkhwa Province
(KPP), and what steps need to be taken in order to reverse their mo-
mentum. Abbas argues that Pakistan’s civilian and military leader-
ship will have to transition from a short-term strategy of deal-making
and army offensives to a long-term political solution that will erode
the gains made by militant groups in these areas since 2002.

BuiLpING AFGHAN PEACE FROM THE GROUND Up
by Marika Theros and Mary Kaldor

Despite the efforts and expenditures of the international commu-
nity and the government in Kabul, security in Afghanistan remains
elusive, Kaldor and Theros argue, often because in many Afghan
provinces foreign and government forces are seen as an intruding
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presence. However, civil society initiatives at the grassroots lo-
cal level can build a cooperative framework for resolution of the
Afghan conflict that can facilitate larger solutions. Bottom-up ap-
proaches to conflict resolution could complement and strengthen
top-down efforts in addressing the regional dimensions of the con-
flict in Afghanistan-Pakistan.

A GENDER AT Risk:
SAFEGUARDING THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN AFGHAN SOCIETY
by Orzala Ashraf Nemat

Despite the Taliban-fostered image that Afghanistan’s traditional
society is not ready to accept women’s rights, Orzala Ashraf
Nemat argues, the past thirty years—including women’s experi-
ence of circumventing Taliban repression—have laid the ground-
work for fierce defense of the increasingly active role of women
in public life. Much work remains to be done on linking Islamic
principles with the efforts of Afghan women for peace, security,
political participation, and legal rights.

Forthcoming
THE CONSTITUTIONAL ORDER
by Michael Semple

Afghanistan’s 2004 constitution established, at least on paper, a uni-
tary and centralized government mandated to respect fundamental
human rights, but many continue to question the legitimacy and ef-
fectiveness of that regime, not least of all anti-government elements
such as the Taliban. The existing constitution remains the only
practical basis upon which a political process could be launched.
However, a joint reform mechanism to develop amendments for the
constitution may have to be a part of any negotiated agreement and
prior improvements in governance could help address grievances
during the insurgency. A political accommodation between the gov-
ernment of Afghanistan, the insurgents, and other stakeholders will
require concrete structural reforms. However, there is little prospect
of achieving an Afghan consensus around any attempt to overhaul
existing political institutions.
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Forthcoming

AFGHANISTAN AGONISTES:

THE MANY STAKES IN A THIRTY YEARS WAR
by Jeffrey Laurenti

Afghans largely recognize that their country has made considerable
gains over the past decade, project director Jeffrey Laurenti argues in
this background paper for the task force, but unreconciled internal
divisions and the conflicting priorities of Afghans’ foreign friends
have aborted the country’s return to stability. The concentric circles
of neighborly interests in Afghanistan have been partly harmonized
through the United Nations, with the critical exception of Pakistan’s,
but a new fluidity may be opening possibilities for convergence on
restoring peace and security.

These background papers can be found at

www.tcf.org/publications/2011/3/afghanistan-task-force-white-papers
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