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Introductory Remarks 

The US–Afghan relationship was already steadily deteriorating 
during the Bush administration, and it worsened dramatically 
under President Obama. In official documents signed by presi-
dents Obama and Karzai, the relationship is characterized as a 
“strategic partnership”1. For the insurgents, the US presence on 
Afghan soil is a foreign occupation.2 Many Afghans, including 
President Karzai, see the reality as something in between. To 
them, it has been neither a partnership nor an occupation. The 
US engagement has increasingly become an invasion of their 
political, cultural and religious space and, in several ways, an ob-
stacle to the re-establishment of Afghan sovereignty. 

To President Obama and many Americans, the conflict in Af-
ghanistan is the right war that went wrong, largely due to an ‘ir-
rational’ and ‘unpredictable’ Afghan president. However, some 
prominent Americans see the situation in a more nuanced way. 
The former Secretary of Defence, Robert M. Gates, repeatedly 
expressed concern that the US military could in fact be consid-
ered an occupation force rather than a partner.3 

I have visited Afghanistan regularly since mid-2003 and indeed 
lived in Kabul permanently from 2008 to 2010, a period that co-
incided with the end of the Bush administration and the begin-
ning of Obama’s presidency. During my two years there, I could 
observe the steady deterioration of this critical relationship from 
a privileged position, being close to the Afghan leadership and 
at the same time occupying a key international position as UN 
Special Representative of the Secretary General (SRSG). I had 
also spent eleven years at NATO – including four as Norwegian 
ambassador – and knew the organisation well. Since the end of 
my assignment as SRSG, I have been able to maintain a close 
relationship with the Afghan political leadership on frequent 
visits to the country and its leaders. 

Most of the existing literature, media reports and political state-
ments tend to see the troubled US–Afghan relationship from a 
US perspective. I have tried to examine the rising tension be-
tween Washington and Kabul from an Afghan angle in order to 
contribute to a more balanced understanding of what went 
wrong. 

While being seen by many as a US ‘puppet’ when he was first 
appointed in December 2001, President Karzai gradually be-
came one of the most enigmatic and troublesome partners the 
US has had in modern history. While almost entirely dependent 
on US assistance for Afghanistan’s security as well as economic 
and social development, Karzai constantly tested the patience of 
his US counterparts to its limits. 

What can we learn from the most 
costly, ambitious and comprehensive 
international engagement in any 
‘post-conflict’ situation since the 
Second World War? This paper 
looks at key elements of the difficult 
relationship between the US and  
Afghanistan over the past 13 years. 
Some of the findings could also be 
useful when other current and  
future conflicts are being addressed. 
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During the early days of the Karzai administration, the atmos-
phere, according to President Karzai himself, was “euphoric”.4 
He was convinced that the international community had come 
to Afghanistan to end more than two decades of war and con-
flict. Thirteen years later, he was to say – with a great deal of bit-
terness – that the US treated Afghans as “insects”.5 How could 
the Afghan leader, along with a significant number of the Af-
ghan people, have come to see the US as an invader and occu-
pant, while at the same time in reality relying on Washington as 
its strategically most important partner? This is the main ques-
tion I try to address here. 

I am grateful to the Peace Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO) and 
to the Brookings Institution in Washington DC for having of-
fered me the opportunity to work in a uniquely inspiring profes-
sional environment. In particular, Kristian B. Harpviken, the Di-
rector of PRIO, has been an invaluable source of professional 
advice and encouragement. Furthermore, the project would not 
have been possible without the financial support and constant 
interest of the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Even more, I am grateful to Afghan officials and representatives 
who have given me so much of their time in discussing and an-
swering my questions. During my assignment as UN SRSG in 
Afghanistan, I had constant access to the Afghan leadership. I 
have described the experience as SRSG in my book Power strug-
gle over Afghanistan, published in 2011 (also in Norwegian in 
2010 and in Pashtu in 2013). In an effort to deepen my under-
standing of the ‘Afghan perspective’, I interviewed a number of 
high-level Afghan officials and observers in October 2013 and 
May 2014. This paper reflects the views and the thinking of my 
Afghan interlocutors, while at the same time I have drawn on 
relevant publications from US and international sources. 

President Hamid Karzai has been particularly generous in giv-
ing me greater access and more of his time than I could possi-
bly have expected over a period of many years. During our  
meetings, he demonstrated an openness to his thinking and 
personality. Discussions with a number of other key Afghan of-
ficials made me realize that the President’s sometimes contro-
versial views are often more widely shared among Afghans than 
many international representatives believe. In reflecting on the 
views and perspectives of my Afghan interlocutors to the best of 
my ability, the conclusions are mine and any mistakes are en-
tirely my own making. 

Finally, I have benefited greatly from conversations with old and 
new friends in Washington. Retired Ambassador Ronald Neu-
mann, former Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defence David 
Sedney and former Assistant Secretary of State Richard Boucher 
were particularly helpful. I have also learned from discussions 

with other prominent former US officials, among them Na-
tional Security Advisors Stephen Hadley and James Jones. And 
I gained from the experience and knowledge of US and Afghan 
friends and colleagues, first and foremost Scott Smith, Vanda 
Felbab-Brown, Summer Coish, Hamid Arsala and Omar Sadat. 
The Afghanistan Ambassador in the US, Eklil Ahmad Hakimi 
and his able staff, as well as my friend Ambassador Zahir Tanin 
at the UN, have been of constant and great support. I am grate-
ful to them all.  

Photo: Phillip Hickman / Flickr 
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Executive Summary 

For years, the troubled relations between Kabul and Washington 
have been a topic of interest for Western politicians and com-
mentators. However, the public debate has mainly concentrated 
on explaining US–Afghan controversies from a US perspective; 
it has focused on Karzai’s perceived lack of gratitude for US sac-
rifices, his “mercurial” and “erratic” character leading to fre-
quent anti-US outbursts, his reluctance to deal with corruption 
or his tendency to “play to his domestic (usually Pashtu) audi-
ence”.1 

Although Karzai’s controversial statements are not the cause of 
this tension, they do reflect the complexity of the US–Afghan 
partnership. From the perspective of the Afghan leadership, the 
main challenge has been in combining the need for a close US-
Afghan partnership with the equally critical need to restore re-
spect for Afghanistan’s sovereignty. Without such respect, the 
Afghan people – with a long history of resistance to foreign 
domination – would see its government as a ‘puppet’ imple-
menting the policies of an ‘invading’ foreign power. That would 
certainly also damage the partnership with the US, contrary to 
what the Obama administration in particular seemed to believe. 
The main source of tension has been Karzai’s need to maintain 
a close relationship with a stubborn superpower, while at the 
same time being seen by an even more stubborn Afghan people 
as his country’s uncontested leader. 

During my discussions with a variety of prominent Afghan lead-
ers and representatives, I was impressed with the level of sup-
port Karzai enjoyed in many of his disputes with the West, alt-
hough some of his own ministers and officials had reservations 
with regard to his frequently inflammatory language. 

Karzai’s successor will adopt a less controversial style. In Wash-
ington, the candidates from the second round of elections were 
seen as more ‘pro-US’ than Karzai. However, the root causes of 
tension between the US and Afghanistan will not go away with 
Karzai’s departure, and will continue to have an impact on the 
relationship between the new Afghan leadership and the admin-
istration in Washington. 

If there is to be a better relationship, both Washington and Ka-
bul will have to push the ‘reset button’. The new Afghan govern-
ment will need a strong partnership with the US and may even 
have to ask Washington to provide a more significant presence – 
both economically and militarily – than the Obama administra-
tion has so far envisaged. However, the new president must also 
be prepared to insist on respect for Afghanistan’s sovereignty 
and to do whatever is required to strengthen the legitimacy of 

his government among his own people. The new Afghan presi-
dent will choose a more ‘pro-Western’ terminology. However, 
he will have to operate in the same political context as his prede-
cessor, with many of the same constraints and the same public 
scepticism towards foreign powers. 

A new Afghan president will have to seek a post-2014 partner-
ship with the US in a global environment where Afghanistan is 
no longer at the top of the international agenda and where a 
number of more pressing conflicts compete for attention and re-
sources. International donors will be less inclined to spend 
money in Afghanistan and may well insist even more than be-
fore that whatever resources are spent will have to be in accord-
ance with their own priorities. On the Afghan side, a new gov-
ernment will have to demonstrate that transition to real Afghan 
ownership has taken place and that the Afghan people are now 
the masters in their own country. Consequently, the potential 
for tension will remain. 

Washington and Kabul should realize that in spite of the contro-
versies of recent years, they share an overriding interest. Prema-
ture US withdrawal from Afghanistan would put Afghan, as 
well as US, security interests at risk. The presidential election 
process has underscored the fragility of the political, security 
and economic situation, and the danger of setbacks, fragmenta-
tion and more violence. Such setbacks – if they occur – would 
add to already existing instabilities in a wider, volatile region 
and encourage the kind of extremist forces that brought the in-
ternational community to Afghanistan in 2001. Afghanistan 
cannot be isolated from wider, dramatic developments. It forms 
part of a growing area of instability stretching – in different 
shapes – from North Africa to South Asia. 
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Between Partnership and Occupation: The 
Causes of US-Afghan Tension 

In a 2010 paper entitled Respecting Afghanistan’s Sovereignty, the 
Afghan author and historian Dr. Assem Akram wrote: 

Respect for Afghanistan’s sovereignty is a sine qua non 
condition to restoring the country to normalcy. … Sov-
ereignty matters to the Afghans because it is tied to the 
legitimacy of the government that seeks to lead them. … 
[S]overeignty should matter to the international actors 
involved in Afghanistan as well because a legitimized gov-
ernment is the first step towards viability – perhaps even 
democracy – and definitely a step closer to the exit door.1 

If the President of Afghanistan is seen – at home or abroad – as 
a ‘puppet’ conducting a policy imposed by the ‘colonizer’, then 
he will never be able to mobilize the support and legitimacy re-
quired to establish a stable, sovereign state. At worst, he may 
face the same tragic destiny as Afghan rulers before him. Some 
of Karzai’s statements may certainly have seemed offensive and 
lacking in gratitude for enormous international investments. 
However, he might never have made them if the US administra-
tion had understood his domestic requirements. Unfortunately, 
while Washington expects foreign governments to understand 
the complexity of US decision-making, its readiness and ability 
to understand similar complexities in other countries is limited. 

As a new president takes power, the US must not see experience 
from the Karzai era as irrelevant and belonging in the past, but 
as lessons that could be useful in its relationship with the new 
Afghan administration. 

The partnership between the US and Afghanistan is even more 
difficult because it is asymmetric in so many respects. It is a 
partnership between the strongest economy in the world and 
one of its poorest countries; between the technologically most 
advanced nation on this earth and a country where the Taliban 
fought to eradicate any trace of modern technology. It is a part-
nership between a superpower with a global agenda and a coun-
try with a traditionally fierce opposition to any form of foreign 
interference. 

When Karzai became Chairman of the Interim Authority in De-
cember 2001, he had no experience of governing a country, 
apart from a short period as Deputy Foreign Minister in the 
early 1990s.2 He had no functioning institutions to rely on and 
few resources at his disposal. His first government had not been 
chosen by him, but was appointed at the Bonn Conference 
where he was not present. It included several of the warlords 
who had been the allies of the US in toppling the Taliban, but 

who a decade earlier had terrorized the population with a brutal-
ity that brought the Taliban to power. 

Nevertheless, when he recalls the political climate of the early 
days of 2002, Karzai is enthusiastic: 

It was a euphoric atmosphere. We saw the international 
community’s presence as an opportunity to rebuild the 
country. I trusted the international community and was 
not suspicious. We were frank and unguarded. We could 
not imagine that violence would come back. When we 
received 5 billion USD at the Tokyo Conference (in Feb-
ruary 2002), we thought it was great and that it would set 
Afghanistan right.3 

Hamid Karzai in 2010. Photo: U.S. Navy 

www.prio.org  PRIO PAPER 2014 5 

http://www.prio.org/


 

The sense of euphoria was widespread. Karzai soon became one 
of the most popular and charismatic leaders on the global stage 
as he travelled widely to mobilize support for his country. 

However, disagreements gradually emerged between two very 
different views of what the next steps should be. Washington 
had played a decisive role in installing Karzai as Afghanistan’s 
new leader and Karzai therefore expected strong US support in 
helping Afghanistan recover from decades of war and to embark 
on a process of reconstruction. 

Washington’s perspective was different. The Bush administra-
tion was adamantly opposed to any form of long-term nation-
building project, in particular in a country with a history of 
treating foreign powers so unkindly.4 Furthermore, the atten-
tion of the US administration had already turned to the next 
phases of the ‘war against terror’, namely Iraq. 

As the international engagement in Afghanistan increased dur-
ing the last years of the Bush administration, new disagree-
ments emerged over the behaviour of international troops and 
the spending of development aid. The most dramatic deteriora-
tion of the relationship, however, occurred after the inaugura-
tion of President Obama. Karzai saw Obama as intending to 
treat the Afghan president at arm’s length. The atmosphere be-
tween Washington and Kabul became one of profound distrust 
in addition to serious disagreements in substance. During a dis-
cussion I had with him in May 2014, Karzai said “the US treated 
us [Afghans] as insects”.5 More than anything else, he had his 
profound disappointment with the Obama administration in 
mind. 

When commenting on Karzai’s statements, international repre-
sentatives have often been simplistic and misleading, and have 
failed in seeing them in the context of Afghan society, culture 
and political traditions. There has been a tendency to underesti-
mate the consequences of Western policies on the Afghan popu-
lation, far beyond the question of civilian casualties. The US did 
not understand the impact of its policies and was not inclined to 
listen when Afghan leaders tried to explain their thinking. In-
stead of strengthening Afghan institutions, the US and its allies 
frequently pursued policies that undermined these very institu-
tions. While emphasizing the importance of Afghan ownership 
in the development of the country, the international community 
was in reality reluctant to give the Afghans the leading role until 
the timetable for withdrawal had been decided. In a surprisingly 
candid assessment in late 2009, Major General Michael T. 
Flynn, then responsible for intelligence at ISAF, admitted that 
the US and ISAF knew little about Afghan society even after 
eight years of engagement.6 

Those who see Karzai as ‘anti-US’ or ‘anti-Western’ are wrong. 

He has always understood the need for a close partnership with 
the US, but has consistently insisted that it would have to be 
one based on mutual respect. “I believed they would clean the 
house and turn it over to the owners in good shape”, he said, re-
flecting on the period after the fall of the Taliban. Commenting 
on what he later experienced of decisions made without his gov-
ernment’s involvement and efforts to bypass his own authority, 
he added:  

I see Afghanistan as a two-storey house, where the tenant 
upstairs does not interfere in how the owner organizes 
the house. The tenant is welcome to stay, but the owner 
must remain the owner.7  

This was a statement reflecting the fundamental challenge of 
how to maintain a partnership with the dominating global 
power while ensuring his legitimacy as the uncontested Afghan 
leader. 

Comments like these bring to mind again the statement by Dr. 
Akram in 2010: “Respect for Afghanistan’s sovereignty is a sine 
qua non condition for restoring the country to normalcy”.8 

Thirteen years is a long time fighting a war, but a short time 
turning Afghanistan into a more modern and functioning state. 
Profound political transitions cannot succeed just by pushing 
the ‘fast forward’ button. Leap-frogging is possible in technolog-
ical developments, but not in the political transformation of a 
country. 

Nevertheless, in a number of areas the achievements of the past 
decade are impressive and well known, although often exagger-
ated in propagandistic statements by Western as well as Afghan 
representatives. They include historic leaps forward in the edu-
cation and health sectors, a media revolution, more capable gov-
ernment institutions and progress in transportation and energy 
infrastructure. 

However, the lives and resources invested in Afghanistan by the 
international community could have brought Afghanistan sig-
nificantly more in terms of security, economic progress and po-
litical stability. If the international community had been more 
engaged early on, and in less of a hurry a few years later – pay-
ing more attention to Karzai’s domestic requirements and di-
lemmas – then the results could have been more impressive and 
more sustainable.  

The Karzai era is over. The new president and his government 
take over after the most controversial election process in Af-
ghanistan to date, a process that turned from initial enthusiasm 
to widespread disillusion. The new government does not start 
from scratch because it will be able to build on achievements in 
many areas, but it will also have to work with the burden of past 
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mistakes. The political, economic and security transition pro-
cesses could still collapse and throw the country back into more 
widespread violence. The new president will have to create a 
new unity of purpose around a policy that can maintain strong 
international support while healing wounds from the election 
campaign and – even more important – from the fight against 
insurgency. Such unity of purpose has so far not been a hall-
mark of Afghan policy-making. 

The international community has to calibrate its policy and its 
expectations in a way that will not lead to unreasonable disap-
pointment and to abandoning Afghanistan prematurely. Today, 
in a complex international environment, this danger is very real. 
Recent developments in Iraq illustrate the danger of premature 
withdrawal. Certainly, the Iraqi situation is different from that 
in Afghanistan, but the risk of further instability threatening the 
progress already made in Afghanistan and again opening the 
country for international terrorism and extremism is real. 
Washington and Kabul will have to press the ‘reset’ button to-
gether and shape a strategy in common to solidify an indispen-
sable partnership, restore Afghanistan’s sovereignty and enable 
the international community to exit successfully. 

The mistakes and misunderstandings go back to the period im-
mediately following the fall of the Taliban in 2001. First, early 
US reluctance to reduce the influence of the warlords of the past 
greatly complicated Karzai’s efforts to project power as the coun-
try’s new leader. It was naïve to believe that commanders who 
had behaved with a brutality that paved the way for the Taliban 
would be allies in shaping a more modern state based on the 
rule of law. To complicate Karzai’s efforts further, the US 
blocked the reintegration of key Taliban leaders who wanted to 
lay down their arms, but who – having been rejected – subse-
quently played crucial roles in the Taliban returning.9 

Half-hearted and only modest international engagement in 
building Afghan institutions limited Karzai’s ability to project 
power and deliver services to the Afghan people. Owing to slow 
and modest reconstruction efforts in critical areas, such as agri-
culture and infrastructure, the Afghan people could not see a 
peace dividend. 

Second, when the international engagement increased, donors 
regularly bypassed the Afghan government, which further un-
dermined its legitimacy in the eyes of the population. With un-
coordinated civilian initiatives and thoughtless military behav-
iour, the international community alienated Afghans rather 
than turned them into allies. 

Third, the Obama administration’s efforts to distance itself from 
Karzai seriously damaged the legitimacy of the Karzai govern-
ment. The subsequent military surge at the time was probably 

unavoidable in turning the tide of an increasing Taliban insur-
gency. However, artificial deadlines for withdrawal of the inter-
national engagement, irrespective of developments on the 
ground, did not provide sufficient time for strengthening the Af-
ghan administration. Instead, they gave ammunition to Taliban 
propaganda. 

The most serious mistake was the almost constant US unwill-
ingness to listen to and understand a society so different from 
its own in terms of its political traditions, culture and religion. 
This was seen by Afghans as a lack of respect, undermining as it 
did the prospects of a successful international exit as well as 
Karzai’s efforts to restore Afghan sovereignty. 

The Burden of the Warlords 

Hamid Karzai became Chairman of the Interim Authority at the 
Bonn Conference on 6 December 2001. He represented the larg-
est ethnic group in Afghanistan and an important Pashtu tribe, 
but did not have a military base that could be seen as a threat to 
the Northern Alliance. The former King, Zahir Shah, residing in 
Rome, was sceptical of Karzai, but accepted him after the inter-
vention of Francesc Vendrell – the UN deputy representative at 
the Bonn Conference – and others, including Zalmay Rassoul, 
who later became Karzai’s National Security Advisor and For-
eign Minister.1 

On the day of his election, Karzai was in Uruzgan fighting with 
a group of his men. He travelled virtually alone to the Bagram 
air base on board a US military aircraft before continuing to the 
Argh Palace in Kabul. Karzai is fond of telling the story about 
his arrival at Bagram, where he was met by the most prominent 
Afghan commander at the time, the late Mohammad Qassim 
(Fahim) Khan. Fahim Khan had fought successfully against the 
Soviets and had been a prominent US ally in defeating the Tali-
ban and Al Qaeda. At the Bonn Conference, he became Minister 
of Defence in the new Interim Authority and one of Karzai’s 
Vice Chairmen. 

When Karzai disembarked from the plane, Fahim asked his 
newly elected leader “where are your men?” As the story goes, 
Karzai replied “you are my men now”.2 The answer reflected 
Karzai’s perhaps most profound political instincts: the need to 
avoid factionalism and – whenever necessary – to play the role 
of consensus-builder in a country torn apart for decades by for-
eign powers and its own leaders. 

According to Karzai, he had discussed this question with Pashtu 
tribal elders before leaving for Kabul. “I could have brought 
armed men”, Karzai told me, “but this was an important deci-
sion in order to build trust. Had I come with my own men I 
would have communicated an impression of competition. I 
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wanted to do the opposite – to contribute to stability and calm”.3 

It was a risky decision. Certainly, bringing his own people could 
have contributed to a sense of division. Nevertheless, his last en-
counter with Fahim had not been a pleasant one. Supporters of 
Fahim had beaten Karzai up in 1994, forcing him to flee to Paki-
stan.4 The man who had caused his hasty departure from Kabul 
was now the one receiving him as the new Afghan leader. 

Karzai’s relationship with the warlords – or mujahedeen leaders 
– was ambiguous. He knew them well from Pakistan, where he 
had worked with them during the struggle with the Soviets and 
admired them for their patriotism. Now they had been the main 
allies of the US in ousting the Taliban and Al Qaeda. Compared 
to these warlords he was militarily weak. Any impression of 
challenging them at this point would not have been to his ad-
vantage. 

At the same time, he knew that they would be a serious obstacle 
in his efforts to establish himself as Afghanistan’s new and un-
contested leader. They were fighters and not politicians, and had 
certainly never demonstrated any interest in turning Afghani-
stan into a more modern country. Their struggle had been to 
push foreigners out of Afghanistan and to dominate their rival 
warlords. Their agenda had never included any interest in bring-
ing the Afghan people into a modern international community. 

The representatives of the Northern Alliance and the warlords 
had voted for him in Bonn, but their continued presence limited 
his power and influence beyond – and even in – Kabul. Already, 
two of the strongest warlords, Ismael Khan and Abdul Rashid 

Dostum, had publicly objected to the Bonn agreement, claiming 
that it did not take properly into account the role of those who 
had fought the wars of the previous 20 years.5 

To challenge the powerful warlords alone would be impossible. 
To leave them untouched, however, would weaken Karzai’s abil-
ity to lead the country. He needed US support, but “when we 
discussed with our new allies the response was blunt”. Accord-
ing to Karzai, General John P. Abizaid, then US commander in 
Afghanistan, said “no green on green”. The Americans did not 
intend to go after those who had just been their allies. With 
Donald Rumsfeld – then US Secretary of Defence – “the discus-
sion was more intellectual”, according to Karzai.6 Nevertheless, 
the outcome was the same. 

In his book Known and Unknown, Rumsfeld describes the dis-
cussion with Karzai in early 2002. A Pashtu warlord, Pasha 
Khan Zadran from Gardez province, had threatened to ignite a 
civil war with Karzai’s administration if Karzai did not recognize 
him as the provincial governor. Karzai responded by asking his 
opponent to surrender or face the prospect of annihilation.7 

The new Afghan leader had counted on assistance from his new 
US allies. However, in a note to President Bush, Rumsfeld had 
written that: “[T]he issue is whether the Afghan government will 
be required to take responsibility for its actions – politically and 
militarily – or whether it will be allowed to become dependent 
on US forces to stay in power”.8 

It was Rumsfeld’s view that Karzai should not rely on the US to 

View over the Khost province, Afghanistan. Photo: Andrew Smith / U.S. Army 

 8 PRIO PAPER 2014 www.prio.org 



 

help him solve his problems with military force. Rumsfeld, con-
vinced that Karzai had to learn to govern the “Chicago way”, 
commented: “A Karzai tempted to overreach could drag us into 
reliving the British and Soviet experiences”. Bush agreed and 
Karzai was told he had to learn the tough lessons of governing 
without invoking US military power.9 

Since Karzai had no military forces of his own, according to 
Rumsfeld he would have to learn from the time when Mayor 
Richard J. Daley used “manoeuver, guile, money, patronage, 
and services” to keep Chicago under control. Karzai should, ac-
cording to Rumsfeld, learn to use “patronage and political in-
centives and disincentives to get the warlords, governors and 
cabinet officials into line”.10 That was hardly a prescription for 
transforming Afghanistan into the rule of law-based society 
agreed at the Bonn Conference. In reality, Rumsfeld recom-
mended a strategy that Karzai was criticized for a few years later 
by the US and the international community. 

As late as 15 September 2003, in a secret cable carrying the 
headline “Karzai’s strategy on warlords”, Rumsfeld wrote to 
General Abizaid: “[I]t is critically important that we decide our-
selves exactly what support we are willing to give him and what 
support we are not willing to give him. We do not want him to 
make moves under the mistaken belief that we are going to back 
him up militarily”.11 In other words, Karzai would have a lonely 
struggle if challenged by those who commanded the military as-
sets at the time.  

Karzai’s lack of power instruments and financial resources, and 
the clear message from his powerful ally – the US – that Wash-
ington would not engage, meant that he would have to move 
with great care. “We understood that the West would not help 
us free Afghanistan from an environment of warlordism”, Kar-
zai told me. “On the contrary, some were promoted and allowed 
to keep their militias, to enrich themselves, and to intimidate 
Afghan villagers. That led to my first disappointment with the 
West after the fall of the Taliban”.12 

Gradually, they became more than warlords and military lead-
ers. As foreign aid began to flow into the country – after a slow 
start – warlords and corrupt local leaders were the first to enrich 
themselves. According to Karzai: “They formed contracting 
companies and received foreign contracts worth hundreds of 
millions of dollars”.13 

During a discussion with me in 2009, the reform-oriented for-
mer Minister of Higher Education, Mohammad Azam Dadfar, 
looked back with disappointment at the Emergency Loya Jirga of 
June 2002. He had been surprised to see 50 of these warlords – 
unelected – added at the last minute to the elected participants. 

“But I felt convinced that they would soon be marginalized”, he 
told me. “Instead we – the reformers – were gradually marginal-
ized. It was a huge blow to those who wanted Afghanistan to 
leave more than two decades of war behind and create a more 
modern society”.14  A number of the prominent Afghan politi-
cians interviewed shared his disappointment. 

There was also a widely held view that the warlords were nerv-
ous about their future and that their influence could diminish 
when the Bonn Conference was over. However, this could not 
happen without unambiguous US support for a policy aimed at 
side-lining them. In the absence of such US support, the war-
lords would maintain their military strength and use their privi-
leged relationship with the US to become important and 
wealthy economic partners of the donor community. 

Former Minister of Defence Abdul Rahim Wardak believed that 
“in 2002 there was a chance. The warlords were tired and 
scared. But at the time the US was seen as the ultimate deci-
sion-maker and was unwilling to confront them”.15 

Karzai’s former Senior Minister Hedayat Amin Arsala, who was 
present at the Bonn Conference and subsequently served in all 
of Karzai’s governments, remembered that he had “advocated 
the need to reduce the threat of the warlords”. Instead, many of 
them became stronger. Corruption among them increased. 
Arsala stated: “These people did not compete to serve the coun-
try, but to have a stake in power and thereby also resources – 
through ministries and appointments”.16 

“It should have been the aim of the international community to 
reduce their influence and encourage the president – and not 
the opposite”, he continued. “However, nobody seemed to un-
derstand the negative impact the warlords would have. Karzai 
accommodated what he felt was the predominant view of his 
new international allies. He did not really confront them, but 
was respectful of those who had the power and had fought the 
Soviets”.17 

Haneef Atmar, the brilliant former Minister of Reconstruction 
and Rural Development, later of Education and finally of the In-
terior, agreed when telling me: “There was no strong appetite 
for side-lining the warlords and for real transformation. We in-
tegrated them with all their ills – and lucrative contracts. That 
created a monster with huge political, military and economic 
power. Stability and national unity was used to justify this pol-
icy, but the costs in terms of efficiency were serious”.18 

From being wartime partners of the US military, the warlords 
quickly became peacetime partners of international donor agen-
cies. Rangin Dadfar Spanta, the former Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs and later National Security Advisor, recalled: “[W]e were 
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trying to build a state in the shadow of warlords. However, we 
paved the way for making them stronger. Warlords turned into 
important contractors”. Spanta had been more confrontational 
in the early days and believed that there had been an oppor-
tunity to reduce their power significantly. Later, he came to sup-
port a policy of integration and co-option, “[b]ut it should hap-
pen through legal means, such as through measures in the 
areas of money laundering and contracting”.19 

The UN leaders disagreed among themselves. Francesc Ven-
drell, the UN representative before the Bonn Conference and 
Lakhdar Brahimi’s deputy in Bonn, strongly believed in pushing 
the warlords back as a precondition for a credible reform pro-
cess. He argued that they would be an obstacle to the rule of law 
and a constant offence to the victims of their brutality during 
the 1990s. Brahimi, his superior, was cautious and warned 
against foreign intervention pushing back the warlords for fear 
that it would have a destabilizing impact. He believed that stabil-
ity had to be the first priority and that justice would have to 
come next.20 

According to Vendrell, no Western representative was eager to 
remove the warlords. Vendrell had asked Karzai how he could 
possibly sleep well when there was only one person – Karzai 
himself – preventing Fahim Khan from becoming president. 
Vendrell had also raised the matter with the Americans, telling 
them that they could not fight the Taliban with people who were 
just as bad as the Taliban.21 That would not offer the Afghan 
people any hope for the future. 

The mujahedeen commanders represented neither the old tradi-
tional Afghan order nor the new democratic order that the West 
wanted to establish. Instead of establishing order after the fall of 
the communist regime, they had thrown the country into new 
and disastrous disorder. Furthermore, they were not inclined to 
help create a sustainable, inclusive solution that could pacify the 
insurgency and prevent the Taliban from recovering in such 
strength. 

Contrary to the Rumsfeld line, the US Deputy Chief of Mission 
after the fall of the Taliban and later Deputy Assistant Secretary 
of Defence, David Sedney, believed that it would have been pos-
sible to marginalize the warlords. In his opinion, after their ini-
tial success in defeating the Taliban they were nervous about 
their future role. Would the US consider them as obstacles to 
the ambition of building a new and democratic government? 
“There was an opportunity”, Sedney believed, “but it was 
wasted”.22 

Before the US military intervention, the warlords had been weak 
and had almost been driven out of the country by the Taliban. 
Now they were emboldened, having been reassured that the US 

had no intention of turning against them. They could maintain 
their influence and take their share of the increasing influx of 
international development assistance. 

Leading officials of the Bush administration believed that the 
enemy had been defeated and they were already planning the in-
vasion of Iraq. Nation-building in Afghanistan was not on the 
US agenda. Rumsfeld thought that the right way forward would 
be “to rely on local warlords who controlled indigenous Afghan 
forces to hunt down the remaining Al Qaeda and Taliban ele-
ments”, as Ambassador James Dobbins, the US envoy to the 
Bonn Conference, describes in his book After the Taliban.23 

It is with bitterness that Karzai looks back at this period. He 
came to realize how “the warlords were protected and money 
was squandered”.24 Karzai was vulnerable and could not risk 
any miscalculation that would lead to further instability and 
even put his role – and life – in danger. 

Nevertheless, Karzai did make efforts to reduce the influence of 
some of the most notorious warlords, most prominently Ismael 
Khan, whom he moved away from his Herat stronghold to Ka-
bul, where he was less of a threat, and made him Minister of 
Energy and Water. Noor Mohammad Atta was removed from 
his position as military commander of the seventh Army Corps 
to become the provincial governor in Balkh. Dostum received a 
symbolic position as senior military adviser to the president. Fi-
nally, Karzai dropped Fahim Khan as his candidate for the First 
Vice-Presidency in 2004. 

Karzai told me: “My appointments to military and civilian insti-
tutions were intended to promote a sense of common responsi-
bility to build an Afghan state”.25 Without US support for a 
more aggressive policy, his approach was to co-opt the warlords 
hoping that this would weaken the challenge they represented to 
his authority. 

At the same time, he occasionally spoke up against them. The 
warlords still maintained control of significant armed militias. 
In July 2004, Karzai summoned some of the most powerful to 
tell them that their resistance to disarm was “trying his pa-
tience”.26 That same month, in an interview with the New York 
Times, he characterized the warlords as “the greatest threat to 
Afghanistan’s security – more dangerous than the remnants of 
the Taliban regime”.27 

Karzai was carrying out a difficult balancing act; with the 2004 
elections approaching, he had to satisfy his Pashtu constituency 
and his reform-oriented audience without angering the war-
lords. Any miscalculation could be dangerous. 
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During a cabinet reshuffle in the fall of 2008, I encouraged Kar-
zai to remove Ismael Khan from the Cabinet. He responded re-
spectfully of his minister, looked at me and asked if I preferred 
that he send Khan back to (his real power base in) Herat.28 His 
answer was a good illustration of the realities of Afghan power 
politics and the continuing influence of the old warlord genera-
tion. 

Nevertheless, Karzai’s approach was a mixture of co-option and 
confrontation. A few months earlier, in April 2008, he had 
seemed determined to arrest General Dostum, whose men had 
attacked and brutally humiliated one of his former allies. Sev-
eral meetings took place in the Presidential Palace, with the 
President’s security ministers, the head of intelligence, the At-
torney General and some of the most important ambassadors. 
The indictment of Dostum was written and the security minis-
ters were instructed to prepare for the arrest. In the end, key 
members of the international community advised Karzai to hold 
back, out of fear of provoking instability or simply of protecting 
Dostum. The Afghan President decided not to move.29 

In 2008/2009 the number of competent, reform-oriented minis-
ters had increased through two government reshuffles. How-
ever, the return of the Taliban insurgency and the approaching 
presidential elections in 2009 again increased the influence of 
the warlords. Karzai could see that participation in the election 
would be low in the Pashtu-dominated provinces. He would 
need support from other parts of the population and only the 
old warlords could provide that.  

Consequently, he turned to Fahim Khan and offered him the 
First Vice-Presidency. Karzai brought Dostum back to Afghani-
stan from his exile in Turkey to mobilize support from the Uz-
bek population. The UN and now also the US protested 
strongly, while other international representatives remained si-
lent.30 My impression – following many intense conversations 
with Karzai during this period – was that he well understood 
our objections and would rather have done without deals. How-
ever, if he was to be re-elected, he saw no other way. 

Ashraf Ghani’s choice of Dostum as his candidate to become 
First Vice-President in 2014 was confirmation of their contin-
ued power and influence. The ultimate reformer had chosen the 
ultimate warlord as his primary running mate. 

In her recent book Warlords, Strongman Governors, and the State 
in Afghanistan, Dipali Mukhopadhyay paints a more nuanced 
picture of some of the warlords in Afghanistan. She describes 
how they “have actually served as some of its [the government’s] 
most valuable partners in the project of provincial governance 
since 2001”. Referring to the absence of a pre-existing institu-
tional architecture linking Kabul to the countryside, she claims 

that some of them (in particular governor Atta of Balkh and gov-
ernor Sherzai of Nangarhar), through effective administration, 
links to the international forces and access to foreign contracts, 
had provided a bridge between the capital and the periphery.31 

However, in the case of Atta in particular, the political power 
and economic wealth he had accumulated – and his continued 
ability to mobilize armed support – had turned him into a power 
centre on his own and certainly not a bridge to Karzai’s central 
government. In a situation dominated by insecurity, weak insti-
tutions and billions of incoming US dollars, Atta and Sherzai 
had succeeded in establishing a virtual monopoly in their re-
gions with regard to international contracts – thereby fostering 
corruption and weakening the central government. Some of the 
main warlords had become untouchable. 

  

Current president Ashraf Ghani. Photo: U.S. Department of State 
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The former Minister of the Interior, Ali Jalali, claimed that: 

[G]iven the limited coercive capacity of the central gov-
ernment, the Afghan leadership and donor countries 
found it tactically convenient to integrate the demobilized 
militia leaders and former warlords into the government. 
However, failure to hold them accountable and to correct 
their inappropriate official behaviour continues to under-
mine the legitimacy of the national government but also 
fosters corruption and a sense of impunity.32 

Jalali believed that the reliance of US-led coalition forces on the 
militias and their commanders contributed to fragmentation of 
power and hindered the reform process, undermining Karzai’s 
efforts to strengthen the government’s legitimacy in the eyes of 
the Afghan people.33 

There can be no doubt that the US failure to support Karzai in 
curbing the influence of the warlords had a negative and long-
term impact on his ability to govern. When the US changed its 
mind, it was late and half-hearted. Some of the most prominent 
warlords remained among the privileged partners of the US 
with regard to both economic projects and political cooperation. 
Had the US taken a more robust approach at an earlier stage, 
then the political landscape of Afghanistan might have looked 
very different, and the prospects of a successful international 
exit strategy much more promising. 

The Light Footprint and the Lack  
of a Strategy 

The Bush administration had early declared its lack of enthusi-
asm for nation-building.1 This was the prevailing attitude as the 
US carried out its military offensive in Afghanistan in 2001. The 
Afghanistan operation was not an attempt to rebuild the country 
after two decades of war, but to eliminate those responsible for 
the attacks of September 11. 

The Bonn agreement in December 2001 and the subsequent Af-
ghanistan conferences set another tone. On paper, the ambi-
tions of the international community – including the US – had 
grown considerably. In reality, however, Washington’s aversion 
to nation-building remained. Even worse, Washington had al-
ready moved on from Afghanistan to Iraq – the next phase in 
the war against terror. 

Lakhdar Brahimi, the UN envoy, argued for a limited engage-
ment – the so-called “light footprint”.2 He did not see a wider 
role for the UN outside the capital and declined to take responsi-
bility for coordinating the international civilian efforts. NATO 
allies were eager to demonstrate solidarity with the US and is-
sued the only Article 5 decision in NATO’s history (an attack 

against one ally is an attack against all), but they were less eager 
to take risks for the sake of Afghanistan. 

As early as in February 2002, international donors met in Tokyo 
to start reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. Dobbins explains 
his reaction to the US pledge of USD 290 million: 

It represented money Congress had allocated for Afghan-
istan much earlier, at which point these funds had been 
intended for humanitarian assistance to refugees and 
those directly impacted by what was then anticipated to 
be a protracted military campaign. In other words, having 
liberated Afghanistan, the United States was proposing to 
provide Afghans with the same amount of assistance they 
would have received had they remained under the Tali-
ban.3 

It was hardly the kind of policy required to make the Afghans 
see the benefits of peace – after 24 years of war – or to start im-
plementing the Bonn agreement. There was no appetite for de-
ploying the troops or the financial resources required to imple-
ment the new agreements. The war had been won – as had the 
peace. 

However, on the ground there was plenty of evidence to the con-
trary. Attacks against US and Afghan targets continued in Kabul 
as well as outside the capital. In addition to security incidents 
involving remaining Taliban elements or competing militias, 
there was an increasing level of criminal activity and general 
lawlessness. 

The Tokyo Conference, nevertheless, represented the start of the 
international economic engagement after the fall of the Taliban: 
USD 5 billion was pledged, although much of it on a multi-year 
basis. However, Dobbins noted that “most international donors 
preferred to support projects that coincided with the voters’ 
heartstrings and had little potential for scandal. Schools and 
hospitals were safe bets and were quickly oversubscribed. The 
army and the police could be abusive and judges corrupt. Yet, if 
these sectors were not adequately funded “everything spent on 
economic, social and political reform would ultimately be 
wasted”, Dobbins argued.4 

Altogether, the US committed around USD 500 million to Af-
ghanistan in 2002, according to Dobbins – approximately 20 dol-
lars per Afghan and a fraction of the amounts allocated to Bos-
nia and other countries in conflict. The following year, 
Afghanistan received USD 700 million, compared to the USD 
18 billion budget for Iraq, a country with vast resources, institu-
tions and an educated population. Dobbins wrote that “in 2004 
[the new US Ambassador to Kabul, Zalmai] Khalilzad succeeded 
in getting US assistance raised to USD 2.2 billion, but in 2006, 
after he left Kabul, the figure was cut in half”.5 A ‘light foot-
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print’ was chosen for Afghanistan, while a ‘heavy foot-print’ was 
adopted in Iraq. In light of the differences between the two 
countries, the opposite would have been a more logical decision. 

The lack of urgency in the US was particularly damaging to the 
security sector. Rumsfeld was initially strongly opposed to de-
ploying ISAF beyond Kabul, despite Karzai’s repeated requests. 
It took two years before he accepted that an ISAF expansion, 
leading to a greater allied participation, would be useful. In Au-
gust 2003, NATO took responsibility for ISAF, and a few 
months later ISAF established its first PRT (Provincial Recon-
struction Team) in Kunduz in the north of Afghanistan.6 

Rumsfeld was also cautious with regard to establishment of the 
new Afghan army agreed at the Bonn Conference in December 
2001. At another international conference in Bonn a year later, 
the size of the army was determined at 70,000 personnel.7 How-
ever, that was not the end of the discussion. As late as in early 
2006, Rumsfeld maintained that the level of ambition for the 
ANA should only be 50,000 troops.8 His views provoked a harsh 
reaction from Defence Minister Abdul Rahim Wardak, who be-
lieved that the number would have to be much higher. Wardak 
recalls saying: 

I always preached that you must enable the Afghans. They 
have a different kind of motivation. It is their territory. 
They are ready to die for their country and they do every 
day. In addition, it would be much cheaper. You could 
have 70 Afghan soldiers or even more for what it costs 
to have one American here … It could not have been a 
problem for ISAF countries to start several years earlier 
doing precisely what they are doing now (in 2014). We 
would have saved international lives and we would have 
saved money.9 

He travelled to most NATO countries to ask for equipment, well 
informed about what each country had in its inventory but no 
longer used. However, most often the replies he received were 
negative. 

The debate over size was not the only dispute with regard to the 
Afghan army. During 2002, there were discussions on whether 
to build the new army on top of the existing armed militias or to 
start from ‘scratch’. Fahim’s plan – as Minister of Defence – was 
that the main elements of the army should be those who had 
fought against the Soviets and later against the Taliban and Al 
Qaeda.10 This would mean allowing the warlords to maintain in-
fluence over significant numbers of armed forces. The mujahe-
deen commanders were certainly not used to obeying central au-
thorities, such as the new president. Furthermore, bringing 
their forces into a new army would complicate the objective of 
securing broad popular support. Finally, in September 2003, it 

was decided to build the army from scratch to ensure Afghan-
wide ownership.11 

Rumsfeld reluctantly agreed that the Pentagon – and not the 
State Department – should pay for training of the Afghan army. 
However, his initial level of ambition was low. On 25 March 
2002, at a Pentagon press briefing, Rumsfeld made clear that he 
expected “very small numbers” of US troops would assist in the 
training. “Afghans might take charge of the training pro-
gramme by the end of the year”, he added.12 

Altogether, these discussions reflected the reluctance of the 
Pentagon to any longer-term, significant involvement in Af-
ghanistan. They led to delays in the start-up of a new Afghan 
army as well as in the deployment of NATO forces outside Ka-
bul. As a result, “more than a year after kicking off the Ameri-
can effort, barely two thousand men remained under arms”, 
Dobbins recalls.13 At the same time, on 12 December 2002, Reu-
ters reported that Ismael Khan had 25,000 militiamen under his 
command – and he earned millions by charging revenues from 
imports from Iran.14 Japan, responsible for the DDR (Disarma-
ment, Demobilization and Reintegration) process, had collected 
a number of heavy weapons, but had only demobilized 10,000 
out of an estimated 100,000 militiamen.15 

In his book, Duty, Secretary of Defence Robert Gates writes: 
“We were not effective in building the Afghan security forces. … 
The numbers of Afghan troops envisaged initially was far too 
low. We allowed rotating commanders to change training plans 
and approaches midstream. ... The training effort did not really 
take off and begin to yield success until 2008”.16 His views coin-
cided with those expressed by Wardak several years earlier, but 
ignored by Rumsfeld, who was Gates’ predecessor. 

When ISAF finally expanded beyond Kabul and a comprehen-
sive training of Afghan forces got underway, the Taliban was in 
fact already coming back. The US and ISAF had failed to take 
advantage of the lull after the Taliban collapse. 

Among the European allies, there was little interest in deploying 
beyond Kabul. Even if NATO troops had deployed to Bosnia and 
later to Kosovo in the 1990s, the Alliance had never previously 
fought a war on the ground. In the Balkans, NATO troops de-
ployed after successful air campaigns had put an end to hostili-
ties. Afghanistan outside of Kabul was warlord territory and 
dangerous. In the south and east, there were remnants of the 
Taliban. There was no appetite for taking risks. 

However, there was – as mentioned – a desire to show solidarity 
with the only remaining super-power and thereby keep NATO 
relevant and Alliance solidarity alive. In fact, there was fear 
among NATO allies that the US would decide to use a coalition 
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of the willing instead of an established alliance. Had the US 
taken an initiative early on to expand ISAF beyond the capital, 
then other allies would most probably have followed. When 
Washington finally changed course and pressed for ISAF expan-
sion, the primary reason was the need for more US forces in 
Iraq. With more allied troops deployed to Afghanistan, the US 
could re-deploy its troops to Iraq. 

The US political and military leadership was already focusing on 
the next phase in the ‘war against terror’. According to Dobbins, 
“before Karzai had even taken office, stability in Afghanistan 
had ceased to be the Bush administration’s top foreign policy 
priority”.17 The US quickly opened another front in Iraq without 
consolidating gains in Afghanistan, thus enabling the Taliban to 
recruit and make a devastating comeback in Afghanistan. 

In his book, Dobbins points to the fact that the Bonn Confer-
ence had agreed to deploy an “international security force”. In 
Washington, the word “assistance” was quickly added and sub-
sequently reflected in the resolutions of the UN Security Coun-
cil.18 However, at the time there were no Afghan security forces 
to assist – whether military or police: “Given the absence of any 
Afghan army or police, this stance effectively left security in the 
hands of local militia commanders”, according to Dobbins.19 

The Bush administration obviously believed that, with the Tali-
ban away, the security of the country could be handled by the 
warlords, who had contributed significantly to creating the Tali-
ban, without running the risk of a Taliban return. 

There was never any plan to deploy international police to Af-
ghanistan. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the UN had quickly de-
ployed 2,000 international police to monitor and train local po-
lice forces. In Kosovo, a huge police academy was constructed 
and manned in record time to educate new police recruits. Fol-
lowing academy training, the new police force deployed across 
Kosovo to receive field training from international police. In 
both cases, international training was immediate and signifi-
cant. In addition, 50,000 NATO soldiers had deployed to Kosovo 
after the war had ended – a territory only 1.7% the size of Af-
ghanistan and with less than 2 million inhabitants. The number 
of heavily armed NATO troops in tiny Kosovo was equal in size 
to what Rumsfeld considered sufficient for the entire Afghan 
army. 

The training of a new Afghan police force got off to a modest 
start. In 2002, Germany assumed the ‘lead role’ in establishing a 
new Afghan police force. (Lead roles for the five components of 
Security Sector Reform were assigned to the US for the army, 
Germany for the police, Italy for the judiciary, Japan for DDR 
and the UK for counter-narcotics.) The German Police Project 
Office started with a team of about 10 German police officers.19 

The police academy in Kabul was rebuilt and programmes of 
high quality training were launched. However, while solid in 
quality, there was no response to the urgent need for quantity. 

Equally important, Germany’s ambition was to develop an un-
armed, rule-of-law-based police force. According to the Minister 
of the Interior and former Chief of Staff of Karzai’s office, Omar 
Daudzai, that would have been an understandable approach if 
there had been stability in the country. However, the remaining 
instabilities and the subsequent return of the Taliban meant 
that such plans did not match the realities on the ground.20 

When the German lead role ended in 2007 and the EU took over 
responsibility for police training, a staff of 45 police officers de-
ployed to Afghanistan. This was hardly the number required to 
accelerate the building of a new police force. The EU seemed 
only moderately motivated to take on the task with a similar po-
lice mission also established in Kosovo. 

Contrary to Bosnia and Kosovo, the UN did not have a mandate 
concerning police training. The UN Mission (UNAMA) had a 
police unit, but with a very few notable exceptions this com-
prised former police observers or monitors. There was no exper-
tise in police training or in the critical area of designing a sus-
tainable police reform programme. 

However, the police should have been at the very front line in 
stabilizing the country and securing the government’s ability to 
project power outside Kabul. The former Minister of the Inte-
rior, Ali Jalali, wrote:  

Although building the police in post-conflict societies is a 
more urgent need than the army, little international at-
tention has been paid to the development of the Afghan 
National Police (ANP). And yet the police have been at 
the forefront of fighting terrorism, illegal border incur-
sions, the illicit drug trade, warlords and organized crime. 
… Had the police been better trained, equipped and 
armed, they would have suffered less and made greater 
contributions to stability operations.21 

President Karzai remained deeply troubled by the lack of atten-
tion given to the police. According to Ambassador Neumann, 
his discontent was reinforced when a district centre in Uruzgan 
fell to the Taliban: “I had to explain [to other international inter-
locutors] that for Karzai his inability to respond to calls for help 
was a serious political matter.”.22 

For years, training programmes were designed, abandoned and 
redesigned, and the result was that there was no police force 
able to help provide the enhanced security the Afghans needed. 
It “was no wonder that President Karzai was getting increas-
ingly desperate in his search for answers”, Neumann recalls.23 
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The slow and inadequate police training finally caused alarm in 
Washington. Rumsfeld and other members of the administra-
tion began to understand that the war had not been won and 
certainly not the peace. More than three years had passed since 
the Bonn agreement. In a cable sent to Secretary of State Con-
doleezza Rice on 23 February 2005, Rumsfeld characterized the 
Afghan police as a serious problem and attached a report from 
the US military in Kabul describing the German training under 
the headline “ANP Horror Stories”.24 Eventually, the US took on 
main responsibility for training the police force. 

In August the following year, Rumsfeld pronounced, “if we end 
up with a civil war because the police thing was not right, it 
would be a shame”.25 By that point, critical time had been lost. 

As late as in May 2006, more than four years after the collapse 
of the Taliban regime, when Afghans rioted after a US Army 
convoy travelling from Kabul to Bagram caused a fatal traffic in-
cident, the Afghan government had no means of responding. 
The situation became tense, looting took place and foreigners 
were attacked. Neumann recalls the incident and wrote that Kar-
zai “had no immediate resources of his own to throw at the 
problem. He was heavily dependent on foreign help and won-
dered increasingly if it would be adequate or fast enough to 
meet the need”.26 

The ‘lead nation’ concept in Security Sector Reform adopted in 
2002 had proved to be a failure. There was no coordination. Af-
ter years of international confusion over who should lead and 
reluctance over whether to engage, Jalali concluded that the only 
lead nation that would have made sense would be the Afghan 
government: “While the central government has extensive con-
stitutional authority over the provinces, Kabul’s limited ability to 
intervene and its accommodation of local power brokers have 
left factional chiefs in control of local government”. 27 

Again, the legitimacy of the Afghan government was at stake 
and the main responsibility belonged to leading international 
powers and their reluctance to follow up on their commitments 
from Bonn. The international community should have “turbo-
trained Afghan forces”, Amrullah Saleh, the former Afghan in-
telligence chief, told me in 2014.28 Looking back it is hard to dis-
agree. 

On 17 April 2002, President Bush travelled to the Virginia Mili-
tary Institute, where General George Marshall had received his 
military training one hundred years earlier. Bush said that: “He 
knew that our military victory against enemies in World War II 
had to be followed by a moral victory that resulted in better lives 
for individual human beings”, before adding that Marshall’s 
work was “a beacon to light the path that we, too, must follow”. 
He promised to avoid the syndrome of “initial success, followed 

by long years of floundering and ultimate failure”, concluding, 
“we’re not going to repeat that mistake”.29 

Sixteen months after the President’s speech, USAID had only 7 
full-time staffers and 35 full-time (mostly Afghan) contract staff 
members in Afghanistan. Sixty-one agency positions were va-
cant. The CIA shifted its resources and personnel to Iraq. Three 
months after President Bush’s speech, there were demonstra-
tions in Kabul by civil servants who had not received salaries for 
three months. Karzai threatened to resign and announced that 
the government had run out of money because warlords – pro-
tected by US inaction – were hoarding customs revenues. 

“Not so fast”, R. Nicholas Burns, then US Ambassador to 
NATO, recalled saying during a visit to Kabul in 2003 (New York 
Times, 11 August 2007). Having seen the trend of focus and re-
sources moving to Iraq, he was worried that the Taliban had not 
been defeated and potentially could come back.30 

Burns’ views were identical to those of US ambassadors who 
had served in Kabul after the fall of the Taliban. The first am-
bassador after the inauguration of the Interim Authority in 
2002, Robert Finn, stated: “I said from the get-go that we didn’t 
have enough money and we didn’t have enough soldiers”. 
Ronald Neumann, who came to Kabul as ambassador in 2005, 
complained that: “The idea that we could just hunt terrorists 
and we didn’t have to do nation building, and we could just 
leave it alone, that was a large mistake”.31 

Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, objected to that view: “I 
don’t buy the argument that Afghanistan was starved of re-
sources”, she said. However, she admitted: “I don’t think the 
US government had what it needed for reconstructing a coun-
try. We did it ad hoc in the Balkans, in Afghanistan and then in 
Iraq”.32 

Stephen Hadley, National Security Advisor during the second 
term of office of President Bush, agrees with Rice. He rejects 
the claim that insufficient resources had been allocated to Af-
ghan reconstruction and that attention had been turned to Iraq 
and away from Afghanistan. According to Hadley, the basic fact 
was that the Afghan government would simply have been una-
ble to absorb greater resources at the time.33 It is, of course, cor-
rect that the Afghan government had – and still has – limited ca-
pability to handle development assistance. However, such 
restrictions would not have applied to internationally financed 
and operated training programmes for the Afghan security 
forces. 

Karzai has his own explanation for the lack of US attention and 
resources, reflecting his growing suspicion of US intentions. In 
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2014, Karzai told me: “The US did not ignore Afghanistan be-
cause of Iraq. What they did was part of their regional policy. 
They came to us in order to liberate, but stayed in order to pro-
ject power in the region. … We cannot stop the US from pursu-
ing its global agenda, but we expect that they do not hurt us in 
doing so. We must be treated with respect”.34 

Despite the solemn promises to avoid the mistakes of 1989, 
when the US abandoned Afghanistan as soon as the Soviets left, 
the same pattern seemed to be guiding US policies in the after-
math of the defeat of the Taliban. Karzai had been disappointed 
in 1989 and now he could again see how the US – in spite of 
President Bush’s speech – was turning its attention elsewhere. 

The Bonn Conference had agreed on the establishment of a 
democratic state with checks and balances based on the rule of 
law. However, the follow-up was slow, reluctant and frag-
mented. It proved in the end to be expensive in terms of human 
lives and economic resources. In reality, Washington did not 
have a strategy for Afghanistan. Condoleezza Rice was right that 
what was undertaken was ad hoc. The Bush administration 
seemed – as already mentioned – to believe that the enemy had 
been defeated and that US attention could be turned to the next 
battle. 

In his book After the Taliban, Dobbins describes how he pro-
posed to focus US attention on building Afghan security institu-
tions and capacity.35 If Washington wanted to limit its engage-
ment, then the most logical step would have been to help build 
the capacity of Afghan institutions and to enable Afghans to 
take responsibility for their own society. However, in the area of 
civilian as well as security institutions, efforts to build a state 
that could stand on its own feet were slow and modest. 

As international development assistance gradually increased, 
most donors focused on education, health and social services. 
Some of the critical bottlenecks affecting security and develop-
ment received less attention. In the civilian development area, 
the lack of attention to road-building as well as to agricultural 
development were the most important. Security forces could not 
reach out across the country, nor could government officials 
travel to provincial and district centres – except by helicopters 
and planes provided by international forces or the UN. The lack 
of roads hindered agricultural produce from getting to markets 
to generate income, which could reduce reliance on imports and 
help Afghanistan move beyond subsistence agriculture. 

Ambassador Neumann saw that the US draft budget for 2006 
added only 37 million USD for road programmes. However, the 
entire amount was ear-marked for completing existing projects 
and not for expanding the road-building programme.36 At that 
stage, the US had only finished one road project in Afghanistan 

– the highway between Kabul and Kandahar. The Bush admin-
istration and USAID had initially been reluctant to engage even 
in this highway project. However, the arguments for investing 
in critical infrastructure projects were convincing in the end.37 

Late in 2005, Neumann sent a proposal to Washington asking 
for a further USD 600.9 million for roads, energy and agricul-
ture, arguing that it would “shore up Karzai and lay the ground-
work for a self-sustaining government in Afghanistan”. In Janu-
ary he was told that his proposal had been turned down and that 
he would have to manage with a meagre 32 million beyond the 
approved budget.38 

Shortly afterwards, Neumann asked for budget resources for a 
three-year programme to build roads that would link every dis-
trict centre in the south and east to the provincial capitals. His 
plan would have stimulated growth through increased trade and 
employment, in addition to facilitating sub-national governance 
and the delivery of services to the population. He received some 
of what he had asked for, although by then security had become 
worse and made every road-building project more dangerous 
and more expensive.39 

Investment in agriculture was equally modest, despite the fact 
that agriculture provided a livelihood for 80% of the population. 
Little success was achieved in trying to improve agricultural 
productivity in grain, vegetables and livestock and thereby in 
generating income and reducing rural poverty. Most of the soft 
produce harvested rotted on the way to markets. A number of 
donors invested in small-scale irrigation projects that did not 
yield significant impact. Consequently, agricultural production 
remained vulnerable and dependent on rainfall, with great varia-
tions from one year to the next. It took years before significant 
investment was put into road-building and even longer before 
agriculture became more of a priority among donors. 

Together with the decision to leave the warlords untouched, the 
reluctance and delays in building security forces exacerbated 
Karzai’s efforts to expand his influence and thus undermined 
the legitimacy of his government during the critical early years 
of his presidency. Furthermore, failure to provide improved ca-
pacity in governance, better infrastructure and growth in agri-
culture meant that the peace dividend for ordinary people never 
materialized. According to Neumann, “Karzai felt popular sup-
port slipping because his government could not respond to the 
delegations of worried Afghan tribal leaders that beat a regular 
path to his door”.40 

Having played the key role in bringing him to power, the US for 
years failed to provide the instruments that would have given 
Karzai the ability to exercise the power of the presidency. Af-
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ghanistan had up to now been the most poorly resourced inter-
national venture into nation-building since the Second World 
War. This early reluctance to help Karzai expand his reach 
across the country had a damaging impact on his entire time as 
Afghan president. 

The International Engagement Grows – 
Bypassing the Afghan Government 

Gradually, the international engagement increased. From late 
2003, NATO started expanding beyond Kabul, first to the north, 
then the west and, as the last step, to the south and east of Af-
ghanistan.1 After a slow start, this ‘anti-clockwise’ expansion 
across the country accelerated with the US increasingly impa-
tient to get a greater number of allied troops into the country. 
The number of ISAF military reached 20,000 in 2005. Develop-
ment of the Afghan security forces continued to move forward, 
but very slowly. 

From 2005, international development assistance grew signifi-
cantly, but never became a systematic, well-coordinated effort. 
Individual donors, each with their own strategies and priorities, 
turned Afghanistan into a victim of ‘donor-generated fragmenta-
tion’. Donors often worked with their own parallel structures, 
bypassing the Afghan government. Furthermore, major donors 
focused their civilian efforts increasingly on short-term support 
for a militarized strategy rather than on sustainable develop-
ment and delivery of services. 

In spite of their declared intentions aimed at strengthening the 
Afghan government, donors often ignored the government’s 
need for consultations and were – as so often – more eager to 
take credit for their own development projects than to promote 
the Afghan government. The US, EU, Japanese or Chinese flags 
became more important than that of Afghanistan. The most re-
markable – and silly – example was perhaps a Japanese project 
to provide signs for bus stops in Kabul. At every bus stop there 
was a sign mounted on a piece of concrete and metal. The sign 
itself was a Japanese flag. Of course, most Afghans not being fa-
miliar with the Japanese flag came to see the red circle on a 
white background as meaning ‘bus stop’. 

In spite of many declarations to the contrary, it became more 
important to demonstrate the generosity of the donor than it did 
to build support for the government and to strengthen  
its legitimacy. 

Visiting Washington in April 2007, then Minister of Finance 
Anwar-ul-Haq Ahadi commented on the Afghan government’s 
involvement in aid distribution: “We are accountable for USD 
3.7 billion of the USD 12.8 billion of aid money that has been 

spent in the country in the last five years (2002–2006). The rest 
has been spent by the donors themselves”.2 A cascade of foreign 
contractors and subcontractors had received vast sums of money 
that never reached the Afghan population, or had been dis-
bursed without the consent of the Afghan government. 

Praful Patel, Vice Director of the World Bank, said at the time 
that two-thirds of development expenditure in Afghanistan by-
passed the Afghan government system. “No wonder we ask our-
selves why there is so little capacity built despite the fact that 
about USD 1.6 billion has been spent on technical assistance in 
the last five years”, he said. Patel referred to all-too-frequent sit-
uations “when … a school is built, but no teachers are available 
simply because the ministry didn’t know about it and didn’t 
staff it … or infrastructure is provided that will deteriorate rap-
idly, because the ministry is unaware of it and does not include 
maintenance costs in the budget”.3 

The ‘Donor Financial Review’ presented by the Afghan govern-
ment in November 2009 raised the same problem of donors by-
passing the Afghan authorities. It estimated that USD 36 billion 
had been spent (out of 62 billion pledged) since 2001. “Based on 
available information”, it stated that “77% of the USD 36 billion 
– or 29 billion – has been disbursed on projects and programs 
designed and implemented by the donors themselves with little 
or no input by the Government of Afghanistan”. In fact, only 
770 million dollars had been spent at the discretion of the Af-
ghan government.4 

The same report showed that only 15 out of 34 donor countries 
provided complete data of their assistance. The US and the UK 
were among those that provided incomplete data.5 The PRTs 
represented a particularly difficult problem, with their quick-im-
pact strategy, high turnover of personnel, lack of development 
experts, but increasing amounts of development money. Neither 
the Afghan government nor the UN – the two co-chairs of the 
JCMB (Joint Coordination and Monitoring Body) – knew how 
much donor money had been spent or where and for what pur-
pose. 

When the international donor conference took place in Paris in 
June 2008, the US refused to include in the concluding state-
ment a specific commitment that the PRTs would provide the 
Afghan government with information on their activities. Any 
mention of the PRTs in an international context of this nature 
was unacceptable.6 It was a remarkable position withholding in-
formation concerning civilian spending of a foreign military 
power on the territory of another sovereign state. It was even 
more remarkable in light of the stated intention of the PRTs, 
which was to strengthen the relationship between the Afghan 
people and its government. 

www.prio.org  PRIO PAPER 2014 17 

http://www.prio.org/


 

“So far, the government of Afghanistan does not have a clear 
picture of assistance provided by military sources”, the Afghan 
Ministry of Finance wrote in November 2009, one-and-a-half 
years after the Paris Conference.7 At that stage, the military 
component of overall US development assistance was growing 
rapidly. Of course, without precise information about donor as-
sistance, the Afghan government was severely handicapped in 
its own budgeting and planning processes. 

Interestingly, two months earlier, the international group of so-
called Af-Pak Special Representatives, Richard Holbrooke and 
his international counterparts, had rejected a UN proposal to in-
vite the Afghan Minister of Finance to brief them on the eco-
nomic situation and donor requirements.8 It was too early, ac-
cording to US arguments, despite the fact that it was one of the 
two main items on the agenda. 

Even if significant amounts of money were allocated to capacity-
building, most development partners were, paradoxically, reluc-
tant to use this new capacity in Afghan ministries as an instru-
ment for delivering their own aid programmes. Improving the 
competence of government institutions to manage donor 
money, and thereafter spending most of this money outside 
these institutions, made little sense. It certainly did not contrib-
ute to motivating officials to learn and it did not contribute to 
bolstering new capacity. Only if the international community 
demonstrated readiness to work with the Afghans would the Af-
ghan ministries acquire the real life experience required to en-
sure that their new skills would have the intended impact. 

The first ‘Development Cooperation Report’ presented by the 
Afghan government in 2012 confirmed the same trend. The 
government stated that, in 2011, USD 13 billion had been dis-
bursed by donors out of 16 billion committed to development 
and security activities. However, again only a proportion, USD 
2.3 billion, had been channelled through the government 
budget. The rest had been disbursed directly by donors, which 
left the government accounting for 18% of the assistance.9 

The lack of information and the tendency to bypass ministries 
also meant that the government was unable to track the geo-
graphic distribution of aid. USD 11.5 billion was reported as 
‘multi-province’ assistance, while only USD 1.4 billion was re-
ported to have been allocated to specific provinces.10 Insecure 
provinces were clearly favoured, with Kandahar, Helmand (with 
only 800,000 inhabitants), Nangarhar and Uruzgan as the main 
recipients, leading secure provinces to complain that they had 
become victims of unacceptable discrimination. Often, com-
plaints were directed at the Afghan government, which had little 
influence on the direction of the spending and had often ob-
jected in vain. 

The focus on insecure provinces, however, was much more sig-
nificant than the above-mentioned figures indicate, since addi-
tional military spending reported as ‘multi-province’ was con-
centrated in the same provinces. The PRTs in insecure 
provinces had far greater resources than the poorer PRTs in se-
cure provinces. Furthermore, between 2002 and 2011, 80% of 
USAID resources were disbursed to the south and east, in par-
ticular for stabilization projects in support of the military. 

Other countries followed the US example. In 2007, Canada de-
cided to allocate 50% of its development assistance to one prov-
ince – Kandahar – where Canadian troops had deployed.11 

The focus on insecure provinces reduced the overall impact of 
the assistance, since it was concentrated on projects and pro-
grammes that were often not sustainable or, even worse, unim-
plementable. The most prominent example was the installation 
of a third turbine at the Kajaki dam in Helmand province. Six 
years after getting the parts to the dam at great human and fi-
nancial cost, they had still not been assembled and were lying 
rusting at the site, since insecurity made further work danger-
ous.12 The intention – to expand agricultural production and 
provide electricity that would generate economic growth in Hel-
mand and Kandahar – was good, but realities were simply more 
complex than the military planners had foreseen. 

In Kandahar, against the advice of the Afghan government, the 
US installed huge diesel generators that Afghans could not af-
ford to operate because of high diesel costs. The generators 
would be a bridging solution until permanent power lines be-
came operational. However, the construction of power lines was 
impossible due to the insecurity of the area, as the Afghan gov-
ernment had foreseen in its objections. Consequently, the gen-
erators became a bridge to nowhere at a cost of USD 100 million 
for fuel and maintenance costs for fiscal year 2013 alone.13 

Greater investment in secure and often poorer provinces would 
have had far greater impact by enabling the government to in-
crease the income to the national budget and Afghanistan to be-
come less aid-dependent. Furthermore, it would have improved 
the government’s ability to deliver services in these secure prov-
inces and thereby strengthen its popular support. 

It was in the north and west that the main natural wealth and 
sources of income were located. If donors had made use of the 
stable years to build infrastructure, energy and agriculture in 
these provinces, the result would have been an increase in the 
government’s ability to collect revenues and generate economic 
growth. It would have set an example for the benefits of stability 
and perhaps even have facilitated an orderly international exit 
strategy. 
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This discriminatory policy also had a negative impact on efforts 
to build respect for rule of law. Ambassador Neumann wrote:  

ISAF troops in the north and the west were predomi-
nantly from nations inclined to approach their work as 
peace-keeping. They were content to leave things as they 
were if they were quiet, rather than supporting actions to 
overcome local resistance to legitimate central govern-
mental control. The result in these provinces was that 
crime and drugs were deepening their roots in the local 
government and police. These were not the forces that 
would bring a stable state, even if there were no outright 
challenges for the moment.14 

The government had constantly been emphasizing the need for 
equitable distribution to achieve sustainable development in the 
country. The UN, too, argued that at a time when many of the 
provinces were still stable, it seemed more sensible to reward 
them for stability and, through economic investment, try to im-
munize them against insecurity and pre-empt a widening of the 
conflict.15 

The Tokyo Conference in February 2002 had already agreed that 
“as the efforts of reconstruction proceed, due geographic bal-
ance within Afghanistan should be taken into account in re-
source allocation”.16 At the London Conference in January 2006 
it was stated that “the Afghan government and the international 
community … [will] ensure balanced and fair allocation of do-
mestic and international resources in order to offer all parts of 
the country tangible prospects of well-being”.17 In June 2008, 
the Paris Conference repeated the same message18, but by then 
a number of donors were pursuing exactly the opposite policy, 
thus undermining support for the government in stable prov-
inces and providing modest development in the unstable prov-
inces. 

Gradually, donor resources allocated for so-called technical as-
sistance – advisers and consultants – as a means towards 
strengthening Afghan institutions increased significantly. Para-
doxically, most resources were disbursed without the govern-
ment’s influence and often without its knowledge. According to 
the OECD, in 2006 only 37% of the technical assistance had 
been coordinated with the government. Even though the figure 
had increased to 54% two years later, still about half of it cir-
cumvented host country influence.19 While strengthening Af-
ghan ownership had become an international slogan, much of 
the assistance did exactly the opposite. Short-term gap-filling ef-
forts that provided international experts for projects determined 
by donors became more important than the long-term human 
resource development of Afghans in areas determined by the 
government. 

Senior Afghan government officials are unanimous in their as-
sessment of this technical assistance. According to the Minister 
of Finance, Omar Zakhilwal, “capacity-building was a complete 
waste from the very beginning. … It was a fabrication and an 
easy way to spend money and to show your own audience activi-
ties that could justify your engagement”. The problem was that 
“spending money became an indicator for performance”. 

According to Zakhilwal, it was certainly “a good source of in-
come for NGOs and contractors. So many who arrived to build 
Afghan capacity lacked the qualifications required. As a result, it 
often became capacity-building for contractors rather than for 
Afghans. … This is one of the reasons why development pro-
grams in Afghanistan are among the most expensive in the 
world”.20 

Afghan government ministers tried to reallocate resources, but 
there was a fear that if they declined an offer for resources in 
one area it would not turn up in another, even if it made more 
sense from the Afghan perspective. It could be money lost. 
“Who would take such a risk?”, Zakhilwal asked. It was an 
asymmetric partnership between a weak and fragile government 
and wealthy donor nations.21 

The Minister of Agriculture, Mohammad Asef Rahimi, had a 
similar assessment: “The capacity-building phenomenon was a 
big failure … [n]ot bad intentions, just a bad strategy – a mis-
match between cultures and development perspectives”. Not 
every programme was a failure. Rahimi pointed to the so-called 
Change Management Programme as one success; an initiative 
aimed at building Afghan capacity to administer agricultural 
programmes.22 This was an example of an Afghan priority fi-
nanced by USAID, which created a genuine sense of partner-
ship that could have set an example for many other capacity-
building initiatives. 

Rahimi was sceptical of the army of international experts who at 
one stage invaded various ministries. They first arrived as a re-
sult of the new Obama strategy outlined in March 2009, and 
then grew in number with the surge announced in December. 
Rahimi pointed out: “They did not speak local languages and 
few of my altogether 9300 staff had any knowledge of English…. 
In fact some of the consultants knew little about agriculture – 
and certainly [little] about agriculture in Afghanistan”.23 

A total of 80 agricultural experts came from the US during this 
period. “The impact was low. Experts worked in our ministry for 
a few weeks and then disappeared for a few weeks”, Rahimi ex-
plains. Fortunately, Afghans with new education and skills grad-
ually entered the Ministry and replaced the foreign advisers. 
Eventually, the composition of the Ministry’s technical advisory  
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team changed from one dominated by foreigners to one staffed 
mostly by Afghans.24 

According to the Minister of the Interior, Omar Daudzai, “there 
were separate islands of capacity developed, because donors 
were doing different things. We had four different bodies on 
counter-crime, since different countries were involved. Capacity-
building was donor driven”. In his Ministry, the number of in-
ternational advisers had now shrunk from more than 300 to 
fewer than 70 over a period of six months. “We still need them”, 
Daudzai said to me, “but in the specific areas of finance, con-
tracting, transparency”, while “having eleven international advi-
sors in a passports section does not make much sense”, he 
pointed out.25 

One of his predecessors, Haneef Atmar, believed that “the aid 
industry often did not have a real interest in building our insti-
tutions”. In a discussion between Atmar and General William 
Caldwell, who was responsible for training the Afghan security 
forces, Caldwell asked Atmar why the US was not succeeding in 
building the police. “Why doesn’t it work with all the resources 
and contractors we have brought to this country?” In his reply, 
Atmar made reference to some of the contractors, among them 
Dyncorps, a company with a long and controversial reputation. 
“Why would they want to be more efficient in transferring com-
petence to these Afghan people and thereby make themselves 
redundant? They had no interest in getting themselves quickly 
out of a lucrative job”.26 

The Chairperson of the Afghan Independent Human Rights 
Commission, Dr Sima Samar, has extensive experience working 
with a vast number of donors, institutions and NGOs and with 
their engagement to promote human rights and, in particular, 
the rights of women. She points out that there is still no proper 
curriculum for gender training or unified teaching material 
adapted to the situation in Afghanistan. There are no gender 
studies at universities or even proper human rights education.27 
The hundreds of brief courses or conferences and visits to for-
eign capitals may have served to demonstrate the interests of the 
donor country in a specific issue, and even provided Afghan par-
ticipants with inspiration, but they did not build the capacity re-
quired for the everyday efforts of human rights institutions to 
change the mindset of people. 

For years, donors have been stating their support for the role of 
women in the peace process, but in 2014 the High Peace Coun-
cil still does not have a training programme for this.28 So many 
events, meetings, seminars and conferences have focused on 
the topic in Kabul and in donor countries, but the sustainable 
capacity required in an area that has received so much interna-
tional attention and been given such strong verbal support has 

not been delivered. Donors have unfortunately often been more 
concerned with impressing their domestic audience than with 
influencing the Afghan public. Massive amounts of resources 
have been spent, but with little impact. 

The World Bank has concluded that the “buying of capacity 
through massive technical assistance has not delivered capacity 
development, and some evidence suggests that it detracted from 
this objective”.29 According to a 2010 report from the US Special 
Investigator General for Afghan Reconstruction (SIGAR), “do-
nor practices … distort the labour market and undermine long-
term goals of building government capacity and fiscal sustaina-
bility”.30 

To make matters worse, not only was the international effort to 
build Afghan capacity fragmented, there was a parallel ‘brain 
drain’ with donors, NGOs, embassies and the military ‘buying’ 
the best and brightest from the same Afghan institutions they 
were dependent on for delivering assistance through the Afghan 
government. “In just three months”, the former Minister of Ru-
ral Rehabilitation and Development, Ehsan Zia, complained, 
“we lost eight professional staff, all of whom were absorbed by 
international organisations offering attractive salaries”.31 

Supply-based capacity-building had been a source of irritation to 
Afghans for years when the international conference on Afghan-
istan took place in The Hague in March 2009. Civilian capacity-
building to strengthen institutions and civilian development 
was a central feature of the strategy launched at the conference 
by the Obama administration.32 

The Minister of Finance, Omar Zakhilwal, seized the initiative 
immediately and – together with other Afghan ministers and 
the UN – compiled a list of 55 priority positions for which con-
sultants were urgently required.33 Several months later, donors 
had filled only two positions. At the same time, a significant 
number of new US advisers had arrived at the US Embassy or at 
US military facilities in various parts of the country. Capacity-
building continued to be a supply-based exercise and not an ef-
fort tailored to the needs of the Afghan government. 

By mid-May 2014, the number of foreign consultants in Minis-
tries and other government institutions had diminished signifi-
cantly. Nevertheless, those who remained still received salaries 
far exceeding any reasonable level. As one consultant informed 
me: 

I am hired to work in a Ministry and financed over the 
budget of a donor development agency. The money 
comes from the donor via a foreign consultancy hiring 
non-Afghan experts. I receive a salary of 22,000 USD per 
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month – and I am certainly not the best-paid foreign con-
sultant. For my salary, tens of competent, young Afghans 
could be employed – and they exist! Contrary to what we 
often believe, many return from education abroad and 
seek employment in their own institutions. Furthermore, 
they will hopefully stay and I will eventually leave. It is ab-
surd, but as long as this remains the donor policy I will 
accept the salary.34 

Since 2007, the Afghan government had been launching initia-
tives for a serious and systematic Afghan-driven capacity-build-
ing effort. A Civil Service Institute building was constructed in 
Kabul by the South Korean government, and after delays in se-
curing adequate funding the Institute gradually expanded its ac-
tivities. In 2014, 1,600 civil servants received training in Kabul 
and 1,400 outside the capital. The curriculum had expanded 
gradually and now included training of high district officials and 
customized education for officials at various levels. However, 
there was still a serious lack of donor interest in what was a low-
cost, high-impact and sustainable training programme. Donors 
still preferred what the Director of the Institute, Mr. Farhad Os-
mani, calls ‘fast food’ capacity-building. The Institute is facing 
budget cuts and, as a result, could soon find it difficult to hire 
qualified trainers and professors.35  

In 2008, another institute was established – an initiative of 
Haneef Atmar, then Minister of Education. However, the Na-
tional Institute for Management and Administration (NIMA) – 
training young students for the public and private sectors – 
faced problems from the outset in securing an adequate budget 
and qualified trainers.36  

Both institutes should have been cornerstones in a systematic 
civil service education programme and responded to the de-
mands of the Afghan government. The impact would have been 
far greater than short-term courses, brief – sometimes high pro-
file – visits to donor countries, or consultancies determined by 
donor supply. 

During my time as UN SRSG in Afghanistan, I frequently ar-
gued for a major institution-building programme, including 
during meetings of the UN Security Council.37 It was to include 
training as well as infrastructure and financial incentives to en-
courage qualified personnel to serve in the provinces. As late as 
in 2009, the Independent Directorate for Local Government 
(IDLG) provided me with figures showing that of the 386 dis-
trict governors in the country, half did not have a permanent of-
fice, 288 had no car, most had no electricity, and the monthly 
salary was well under 100 dollars per month.38 To make matters 
worse, in many districts most of the positions in the governor’s 
office were vacant. Since then, the situation has improved and 
salaries have increased significantly, but provincial and district 

administrations are still weak; in some places they are almost 
non-existent. 

When the Taliban came back in strength and conducted several 
attacks against key targets in the capital, the NATO Secretary 
General, Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, complained in an article in Jan-
uary 2009 that “the basic problem in Afghanistan [was] not too 
much Taliban; [it was] too little good governance”.39 President 
Karzai took this as an attack on his administration, which was 
clearly the intention of the author. The reality was much more 
complex than the Secretary General had probably realized. Ca-
pacity development and institution-building had received mas-
sive resources spent in accordance with the priorities of the do-
nors rather than those of the Afghan government. The impact 
was modest and often failed to improve the government’s per-
formance. 

In implementing development projects, the US and other do-
nors made extensive use of contractors. According to media re-
ports, as many as 108,000 contracting personnel in total oper-
ated in Afghanistan in 2013, which was more than the number 
of US soldiers at the height of the surge.40  

SIGAR has reported hundreds of millions of dollars wasted by 
contractors setting up unsafe and shoddy schools, hospitals, po-
lice stations, military facilities and prisons, as well as building 
expensive machinery that remained inoperative for years due to 
poor contractor performance.41 The many layers of contractors 
and subcontractors also led to inflated costs and lower quality 
results as each company along the chain took its percentage of 
profits.42 Local Afghans were the first to see the poor quality 
work. They were the victims of the waste. Clearly, such practices 
and the lack of control and accountability undermined their sup-
port for the international donor and the Afghan government.  

Unfortunately, USAID had suffered for many years from seri-
ous staff reductions and was not prepared for the challenges 
posed by Afghanistan and Iraq. This lack of civilian develop-
ment expertise inside the US government led to over-reliance on 
private, profit-oriented contractors, and contributed to the mili-
tarization of US development and – more broadly – foreign pol-
icy. 

At her confirmation hearing in the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee on 13 January 2009, Hillary Clinton admitted the 
problem: “I think it is fair to say that USAID – our premier aid 
agency – has been decimated. … You know, it has half the staff it 
used to have, [it has] turned more into a contracting agency than 
any operational agency with the ability to deliver”. She men-
tioned specifically the CERP programme (the military Com-
mander’s Emergency Response Programme, which reached 
USD 1 billion in 2010 alone) and referred to captains, majors 
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and lieutenant colonels in Iraq who were told “go get that school 
opened, go get that road built”. She expressed admiration for 
their efforts, but emphasized that there was “very little accounta-
bility”. Clinton concluded:  

When I contrast that with the development officers or a 
State Department expert … who knows the culture, 
knows the language … and that person can’t even get 
USD 500 to fulfil a development mission that is in the ser-
vice of American security and our national interests, 
there’s a big disconnect.43  

Hillary Clinton’s comments illustrate the challenge the US was 
facing on the ground. Neither private contractors nor military 
officers could replace experienced government development ex-
perts. The result was an alliance between contractors with little 
incentive to identify problems and report on shortcomings, a 
highly impatient military establishment with huge amounts of 
money and no development experience, and corrupt Afghan of-
ficials with fresh opportunities to enrich themselves. 

The establishment of PRTs contributed significantly to the mili-
tarization of aid delivery. One of their declared objectives was to 
enhance the reach of the Afghan government. However, in real-
ity their development projects focused on uncoordinated quick 
impact projects aimed at protecting their own military forces 
and ‘winning the hearts and minds’ of the population. In the ab-
sence of development experience and driven by a desire to show 
quick results, they failed to become an ally of the government. 
“Of all the PRTs I have worked with, I only have positive experi-
ence with two; the Italian and the Spanish”, the former Minister 
of Rural Rehabilitation and Development, Ehsan Zia, told me.44 
No other Afghan minister had visited as many provinces and 

districts as he did during his time in government. 

Karzai frequently complained about the PRTs for being parallel 
structures and in competition with the government. During a 
visit by the UN Security Council to Kabul in 2008, he told am-
bassadors that the international community had set up parallel 
structures (PRTs) that were undermining provincial govern-
ance.45 More than two years later, in February 2011, he told the 
annual Munich Security conference that “these parallel struc-
tures were created with the objective of helping Afghanistan in 
governance, but the result is [the] reverse. They end up challeng-
ing the Afghan government. The Afghan people gets confused, 
they don’t know who the authority is”.46 Karzai requested that 
the funding of parallel structures of governance be discontin-
ued. He wanted a government run from Kabul and not from 
outside, he told me in one of our discussions.47  

In his book Local Ownership of Peacebuilding in Afghanistan 
(2013), Chuck Tiessen writes:  

By choosing to bypass government structures in its pro-
gram delivery, the foreign community is creating a parallel 
structure that serves as a parallel government for the 
people.48 

An Afghan official had given Tiessen details of how parallel 
structures served to waste resources and time in his Ministry. 
His foreign counterparts provided little information about their 
initiatives. In some cases, this Afghan official would invest in 
community surveys and project design only to find out that the 
international community had already started a similar or over-
lapping development project in the same location.49 

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and Hamid Karzai. Photo: U.S. Embassy Kabul Afghanistan 
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The official added that “parallel structures and alternative ser-
vice delivery systems create a very awkward situation for Afghan 
government authorities; how are they to establish authority and 
legitimacy in the eyes of their constituency?” In reality, the par-
allel structures and the trend to bypass the government made 
Karzai look like a ‘puppet’ chosen by the colonizers to help im-
pose their will on the Afghan people.50 Instead of countering the 
insurgency, such practices made him an easy target for Taliban 
propaganda. 

Ali Jalali raises another related aspect concerning the work of 
the PRTs. While the PRTs were mandated to help extend the au-
thority of the central government and facilitate stability, in cer-
tain cases they have discouraged action against spoilers because 
of concerns about their own security, Jalali noted in his article 
‘The Future of Afghanistan’.51 

Karzai saw the extensive use of contractors and parallel struc-
tures, and the tendency to pursue policies independent of the 
Afghan government, as evidence of waste and corruption as well 
as of lack of respect for his own authority. During preparations 
for the international conference in The Hague in June 2008, he 
faced criticism from the international community and demands 
for tougher action to combat corruption. Karzai responded by 
declaring himself willing to take action, but in return demanded 
that donors and Afghan authorities carry out “joint audits” of 
development assistance to ensure greater accountability from 
the international community as well as from Afghans.52 

In the end, a commitment to “joint audits” was included in the 
concluding document. However, the international donors 
claimed that they already had in place the mechanisms needed 
to ensure accountability of their spending. In their opinion, re-
sponsibility for improvement was a matter for the Afghan gov-
ernment. 

Karzai considered this as hypocrisy and later frequently came 
back to waste and greedy contractors while reiterating his own 
proposal. He saw how a major part of donor money remained in 
the donor countries and never reached Afghanistan, while these 
same donors boasted about their generosity. In 2013, a World 
Bank study (‘Afghanistan in Transition: Looking Beyond 2014’) 
emphasized that “spending ‘on’ Afghanistan does not equal 
spending ‘in’ Afghanistan”. The study concludes: “Much aid ei-
ther never comes in or flows directly out through contracting 
with international providers of goods and services, imports and 
the expatriation of profits”.53 

While Karzai was criticized by foreign donors for waste and cor-
ruption, he also had to face up to his own public because of 
sloppy or unfinished donor projects that his government had 
never approved and often sought to discourage. When SIGAR 

gradually revealed large amounts of waste and low quality per-
formance by US contractors and military, Karzai felt vindicated. 
Now, even the chief US investigator regularly attacked US devel-
opment projects for lack of quality and accountability – as Kar-
zai had done for years. 

Certainly, the US was far from alone in delivering sloppy and 
low quality work. In August 2009, Karzai opened a 350-bed hos-
pital in Kabul built by the Chinese government.54 The following 
day – after the grand opening ceremony – the hospital closed 
and did not treat a single patient for more than four years. 
There are a number of similar examples, even including other 
hospitals in the capital itself. Altogether, such projects were a 
major source of frustration for Karzai and he saw them as hu-
miliating and as an expression of lack of respect. 

Could Karzai over the years have acted more forcefully to deal 
with the endemic corruption? He certainly could. However, he 
lacked a functioning judiciary and the political courage required 
to act. Some of the most corrupt politicians were members of 
the government or appointed to government institutions. Oth-
ers were warlords and strongmen from the struggle with the So-
viets and the Taliban. A number of the most corrupt Afghan 
leaders – such as governors Atta and Sherzai – were important 
partners of the US and treated with great respect by the interna-
tional community. They were almost untouchable. 

The leading members of the international community were am-
biguous at best. On the one hand, they rightly criticized Karzai 
for lack of action and, on the other, they helped enrich some of 
the most corrupt leaders. Some of these leaders also belonged to 
Karzai’s closest entourage. Probably the most prominent of 
them was Karzai’s own half-brother, the late Ahmed Wali Kar-
zai, Chairman of the Provincial Council in Kandahar. While US 
representatives, including Holbrooke, demanded that President 
Karzai take action against him, he was at the same time the clos-
est ally of America in the south.55 The benefits of working with 
him was seen by the US as more important than fighting cor-
ruption. 

Furthermore, Karzai never placed improvement of the judiciary 
high on his political agenda. Nor did the international commu-
nity, however. In spite of all the calls to combat crime and cor-
ruption, the Afghan judiciary never became an international pri-
ority. Among the so-called ‘lead nations’, the Italian ‘lead’ in 
building the new judiciary was clearly the weakest – bordering 
on invisible. 

Reluctance to address corruption in post-conflict situations is by 
no means an Afghan phenomenon alone. Even in Kosovo – in 
Europe – more than a decade earlier, local judges and prosecu-
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tors had avoided corruption cases out of fear of reprisals. In-
stead, international judges and prosecutors travelled to Kosovo 
to handle such cases. Nevertheless, failure to address wide-
spread corruption will be the weakest part of Karzai’s legacy, 
and the weakest part of the international engagement in Af-
ghanistan when we look back at the past decade. 

The Civilian Casualties 

If one single issue has to be identified as the main trigger of the 
increasing tension between the US and Afghanistan, it must be 
the entire complex relating to civilian casualties. The first seri-
ous incidents took place as early as in 2002. On 1 July, US heli-
copter gunships and jets fired on an Afghan wedding party in 
Uruzgan province, killing or injuring at least 250 civilians, ac-
cording to witnesses.1 The first US reports indicated that the 
Americans had responded to fire targeted against them. It 
seemed to have been a terrible misunderstanding, with mem-
bers of the wedding party having fired their weapons in the air 
to celebrate as Afghans often do on such occasions. 

According to Wardak, the former Minister of Defence: 

International forces with little access to the Afghan soci-
ety became easy victims of misinformation and also of in-
trigues between families and tribes. … The US did not 
understand the culture and did not realize that people 
used international forces to eliminate their enemies and 
rivals. There was a profound lack of understanding for the 
dynamics and power relationships in communities where 
western forces were operating that led to the loss of 
many lives.2 

After the attack in Uruzgan, the provincial governor warned 
those involved that “if Americans [did] not stop killing civilians 
there [would] be a holy war against them in my province.… This 
has to stop or people will fight Americans just like they did Rus-
sians”.3 The incident provoked anti-US demonstrations in Ka-
bul. 

There were many attacks during the following years: some 
based on misunderstandings or false intelligence provided by 
Afghans to settle disputes between families, clans and tribes; 
some as a result of breaches of existing regulations – against 
wedding parties or young shepherds carrying weapons to pro-
tect themselves, and against fuel trucks hijacked, but aban-
doned, by Taliban and surrounded by villagers trying to collect 
free fuel. There would be incidents that were insults to Afghan 
culture, traditions and religion, destruction of property and live-
lihood, as well as simply careless behaviour and reckless driving 
by nervous ISAF troops. 

Karzai’s reactions were restrained in the beginning and limited 
to requesting that the US demonstrate greater caution. How-
ever, his tone gradually changed, reaching a first crescendo in 
2006 after a series of incidents in which civilian Afghans lost 
their lives and the Afghan public directed their anger at Karzai.  

At the UN General Assembly in September 2006, Karzai told the 
audience that they had to “look beyond Afghanistan for the 
sources of terrorism”, a reference to his irritation that the US 
was fighting civilians in Afghan villages rather than addressing 
the Pakistanis and their protection of Taliban leaders and fight-
ers.4 

Ambassador Ronald Neumann had warned Washington about 
the problem as the Taliban came back and the fighting intensi-
fied. In his book, The Other War, he describes the increase in 
fighting in May 2006 in Kandahar province: “In late May [2006] 

Photo: United Nations 
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a sharp fight in Kandahar Province resulted in a number of ci-
vilians killed by our bombing. This had happened before and 
would again. It was a constant worry for Karzai, who saw clearly 
the potential for losing civilian support”.5 

When NATO took over responsibility for ISAF in 2003, civilian 
casualties quickly became a topic at the weekly meetings of the 
NATO Council. A number of NATO delegations expressed con-
cern that a lack of attention to these issues would mean not only 
killing and maiming of innocent people, but also pushing mod-
erate Pashtuns into the hands of the insurgency and weakening 
the Afghan government.  

The US often expressed irritation over the growing concerns 
and criticism from allies. As late as in April 2008, when I had 
just started my assignment as UN SRSG, the US Ambassador to 
NATO, Victoria Nueland, told me that the US wanted “no sur-
prises” in terms of public statements criticizing the US over in-
cidents of civilian casualties.6 

After a dramatic air attack in the village of Azizabad in the west 
of Afghanistan in August 2008, where – according to UN and 
Afghan sources – approximately 90 Afghan civilians lost their 
lives7 (the US has never agreed on the high number of victims), 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice called Karzai and threat-
ened that if he did not stop criticizing the US it would have a 
negative impact on the bilateral relationship.8 

The US criticism and reluctance to apologize angered Karzai 
further. He responded by asking the US and NATO for new 
agreements regulating the presence of international forces in 
Afghanistan. His Minister of Defence presented a draft agree-
ment to the US administration and to NATO Headquarters as a 
basis for negotiations.9 However, neither the US nor NATO re-
sponded to his request. This incident was probably a turning 
point in the sense that it had a decisive and negative impact on 
Karzai’s confidence in the US administration. 

By 2008, the civilian death toll had increased by almost 40% fol-
lowing new Taliban offences. International and Afghan govern-
ment forces were responsible for 39% of the casualties (828 in-
dividuals) and the insurgency for 55%.10 

In May 2014, when I raised the issue of civilian casualties and 
mistakes caused by international – and in particular US – 
forces, Karzai responded by saying that “they [the US] treated us 
as insects” and continued, “they tried to undermine me and 
abuse me”.11 The president had become angry and deeply suspi-
cious, confronted with a US policy he could not understand and 
a constant lecturing from Washington that he could not accept. 

In Karzai’s view, the failure of the Obama administration to cor-
rect the behaviour of US troops reflected an intention to keep 
him weak in the eyes of his own people. He had raised the issue 
repeatedly in private with so many US politicians and com-
manders, but the situation continued to worsen. The US played 
to the propaganda of the Taliban and the claims that Karzai was 
merely a puppet of the US. 

A paper by Paul Fishstein and Andrew Wilder written in Janu-
ary 2012 confirms this suspicion when describing a meeting in 
2009 with a Western-educated Afghan businessman and former 
provincial governor. “People are slowly but surely coming to the 
conclusion that they are an occupied country”, he said, referring 
to bombings, house searches, use of dogs and similar activities 
that offended Afghans.12 

Opinion polls showed a similar development. The 
ABCNEWS/BBC/ARD polls on ‘Where things stand’ concluded 
that the percentage of Afghans believing the country was head-
ing in the right direction had declined from 77% in 2005 to 40% 
three years later. The percentage favourable to the US dropped 
from 83% in 2005 to 47% in 2010. The approval rating for US 
performance had similarly dropped from 68% to 32%. Just as 
worrying was the fact that 25% believed it was justifiable to at-
tack US/ISAF forces, twice as many as the 13% that held such 
opinions in 2005.13 

The lack of change in US behaviour and public handling re-
sulted in Karzai becoming more aggressive. “In the beginning”, 
according to former Chief of Staff and then Minister of the Inte-
rior, Omar Daudzai: “Karzai would call families of US soldiers 
killed in combat to express his gratitude and condolences. He 
wanted to treat the families of US soldiers with respect. How-
ever, his attitude changed. The US mood of denial annoyed him 
tremendously. He wanted the Americans to demonstrate greater 
readiness to apologize”.14 

Secretary Gates had understood the situation well after taking 
over as Secretary of Defence. He describes his own reflections 
in his book, Duty: 

[B]y midsummer 2008 … I began to have misgivings about 
whether the foreign military presence in Afghanistan was 
growing to the point where most Afghans would begin to 
see us as ‘occupiers’ rather than allies. … I began to 
worry aloud about where the tipping point in terms of 
the number of foreign troops might be and to act on that 
worry.15 

By the end of summer 2008, “I was deeply worried about our 
‘footprint’ and the Afghans’ view of us”, Gates writes, adding 
that: “[W]e were clumsy and slow in responding to incidents 
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where we caused civilian casualties, every one of which was a 
tragedy”.16 Night raids to capture or kill Taliban leaders (and 
avoid civilian casualties), while militarily very effective, greatly 
antagonized ordinary Afghans. So did the use of dogs on pa-
trols, especially in house searches, an act that was culturally of-
fensive to the Afghans and about which Karzai complained to 
Gates routinely.  

Seeing how the lack of readiness to admit mistakes undermined 
Karzai and the US–Afghan relationship, Gates decided to re-
move the commander of ISAF, General David McKiernan, in 
2009 and replace him with General Stanley McChrystal, who 
quickly established a relationship of confidence with Karzai.17 
“He genuinely wanted to help. He was careful and called when 
there were mistakes”, Karzai said.18 McChrystal was to become 
his favourite commander. 

The arrival of General McChrystal led to significant changes in 
NATO’s rules of operation as well as public handling. The new 
commander launched a broad offensive to reduce casualties 
caused by international and Afghan government forces. New di-
rectives instructed troops to demonstrate greater caution. 
McChrystal travelled across the country explaining and enforc-
ing his policy, changing the atmosphere of denial and quickly 
apologizing for mistakes made. The overall percentage of casu-
alties caused by ISAF and Afghan government forces dropped to 
16% of the total number of civilian deaths (from 39% in 2008) 
and the number to 440.19 In the following year (2011), this fig-
ure was further reduced to 14% of the total number of casual-
ties, or 410. The insurgency was now responsible for 77% of ci-
vilian deaths.20 McChrystal’s efforts had produced results. 

To Karzai’s deep regret, McChrystal had to resign following an 
article in the magazine The Rolling Stone.21 Karzai did make an 
unsuccessful attempt to persuade Obama to keep the com-
mander.22 

General David Petraeus, the architect of the COIN strategy 
adopted in Iraq and Afghanistan, succeeded McChrystal. Again 
the atmosphere changed and this time for the worse. Karzai 
later commented that Petraeus was intimidating.23 He did not 
trust the new US commander of ISAF and already had little con-
fidence in the US Ambassador (Karl Eikenberry). The relation-
ship between Washington and Kabul had reached a new low. 

In February 2011, US Special Forces attacked Kunar, during 
which children suffered burns.24 At a meeting with Karzai, Pet-
raeus claimed that it was traditional for Afghans to burn their 
own children and then to blame others. Such statements were 
the last straw for Karzai, Spanta explains. “The Americans were 
simply not listening. And operations of American forces became 
a constant source of friction”.25 

Some of Karzai’s closest advisers and ministers admit that they 
underestimated the impact civilian casualties would have on the 
Afghan population. “The President understood the public reac-
tion earlier than us”, Spanta said. “However, the way in which 
he responded accelerated the public opposition to ISAF”.26 
Wardak agrees with Spanta that Karzai reinforced anti-Western 
attitudes by the way he responded to civilian casualties. He be-
lieves that Karzai was the victim of misinformation and of the 
influence of foreign intelligence services who tried to provoke 
him to make anti-American statements.27 Amrullah Saleh, who 
was no Karzai ally after having to resign as intelligence chief in 
June 2010, agrees that Karzai had to react to the civilian casual-
ties. However, according to Saleh, “the way he took revenge was 
not to strengthen the Afghan state, but to try to weaken the US 
and hit the US leadership”.28 

In spite of McChrystal’s success, the attitude of the local Afghan 
population did not seem to change. People in unstable prov-
inces did not read statistics and they were victims of constant 
Taliban propaganda. In this predominantly rural society with a 
high level of illiteracy, perceptions change slowly. However, peo-
ple’s attitudes were not simply a result of the more dramatic in-
cidents of casualties. They also resulted from the daily frustra-
tion they felt over the behaviour of ISAF troops. For instance, 
some contingents routinely tested the weapon systems of their 
vehicles before leaving base. The sound would thunder through 
small towns and villages before heavily armed convoys would 
travel down the narrow streets past small shops and scores of 
villagers. This was the behaviour of foreigners on enemy terri-
tory and certainly not of troops winning the hearts and minds of 
the Afghans around them. There are countless episodes of simi-
lar behaviour, where the troops seemed not to understand how 
they offended and frightened the locals. 

Karzai with General Stanley McChrystal. Photo: ISAF Media 
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Research undertaken in the US confirms that Karzai’s reactions 
reflected the mood of large segments of the population. The 
study ‘Explaining support for combatants during wartime: A 
survey experiment in Afghanistan’ found little correlation be-
tween the responses of those surveyed and the statistics pub-
lished by ISAF and the UN. The survey covered five Pashtu-
dominated provinces and was undertaken in early 2011, when 
the surge was at its highest. ISAF and UN statistics both 
showed that the Taliban at the time was responsible for at least 
80% of dead and wounded civilians. Nevertheless, the interview 
data showed a slightly larger proportion of respondents report-
ing that they had been victims of ISAF rather than of the Tali-
ban.29 

Several elements were identified that could explain the differ-
ences between perceptions and numbers. First, while ISAF re-
ported dead and wounded civilians (and the UN only dead), the 
survey also included physical harm and damage to property, 
which occurred much more frequently.30 

Furthermore, cases in which civilians had been victims of the 
Taliban had no clear effect on support for ISAF and only mar-
ginally decreased support for the Taliban – much less than sup-
port for ISAF decreased when civilians had been victims of 
ISAF activities. On the other hand, when civilians had been vic-
tims of ISAF this had a significantly positive impact on support 
for the Taliban.31 

The survey used casualty figures for 2010, when the Taliban – 
according to UN statistics – had caused 2,080 civilian casualties, 
while ISAF was responsible for only 440. It demonstrated that 
numbers and statistics are inadequate when the overall harm in-
flicted and the impact this had on the population are measured. 
The Taliban seemed to enjoy far greater tolerance when harm 
was inflicted on civilians than did ISAF. 

Furthermore, in spite of greater ISAF emphasis on interaction 
with the population as a means of building trust, there was little 
evidence that this shift of emphasis had the intended effect. 
Contacts were still sporadic, there was a constant change of per-
sonnel and a lack of perception of shared goals between a for-
eign military force and the local population. 

Another study from 2011, ‘A crisis of trust and cultural incom-
patibility’, which looks at the mutual perceptions of ANSF per-
sonnel and US soldiers, comes to much the same result. It con-
cludes that “the war of perceptions is not going well in 
Afghanistan” and that “rather than primarily being a result of 
any effective Taliban-sponsored propaganda (which remains 
quite impactful), much of this problem is of our own making. 
We have very often been our worst enemy in winning the alle-
giance of the Afghans”.32 

The study recommends that: 

ISAF leaders must be willing to analyse the second and 
third-order effects of their policies, decisions, and actions 
as well as the training and behaviours of their soldiers as 
related to Afghan cultural sensitivities and expectations. 
Otherwise, the war of perception will continue to dete-
riorate towards an inevitable defeat. Actions that alienate 
and infuriate the Afghan populace will not contribute to-
wards building a country that has either the capacity or 
willingness to challenge anti-Western extremism.33 

The reasons given by the ANSF members surveyed correspond 
remarkably well with President Karzai’s objections to US behav-
iour. They range from the way night raids and home searches 
were conducted, the lack of respect for women and privacy, cul-
tural and religious insensitivities, and acting naively on ‘intelli-
gence’ based on personal feuds. 

Karzai’s public statements did reflect widely shared views in the 
Afghan population. “If you go to the villages, people want noth-
ing to do with the Taliban”, a prominent Afghan staff member 
in the UN Mission – who cannot be identified owing to UN poli-
cies – told me. He continued:  

However, they feel that we [Afghans] are seen as puppets. 
They feel that our culture has been insulted, that the US 
does what it wants and that we have to fight for our in-
dependence. This has a serious impact on how the Afghan 
people perceive the international community.34  

While support for the Taliban was low, the international mili-
tary were intruders and the government was not able to handle 
them. 

Karzai’s could see that every incident of civilian casualties and 
damage inflicted by ISAF had a negative impact on his standing 
among Afghans. Instead of strengthening the President and the 
government, the international community through such behav-
iour did exactly the opposite. The poor understanding of this 
impact on the President’s legitimacy became a major source of 
the growing tension between Kabul and Washington. 
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The Obama Administration Takes Over 

In his book, Decision Points, President Bush describes his rela-
tionship with President Karzai: “I made it a priority to check in 
regularly with Karzai. I knew he had a daunting task, and I 
wanted to lift his spirits and assure him of our commitment. I 
offered advice and made requests, but I was careful not to give 
him orders. The best way to make him grow as a leader was to 
treat him like one”.1 

Bush was right in his assessment. Karzai was indeed a new 
leader. He faced challenges infinitely more difficult than other 
international leaders who often had decades of political experi-
ence behind them. To maintain the respect of his own people 
and be reassured that he had international support was not just 
important for Karzai, it was also important for the international 
community and its exit strategy. 

Even if the instincts of President Bush in this respect were cor-
rect, his administration made decisions that, paradoxically, had 
the opposite effect and contributed to undermining the legiti-
macy of the Karzai administration. I have described some of 
them above. 

When the Obama administration took over, however, the atmos-
phere deteriorated dramatically. The newly elected President 
sent his Vice President-elect, Joe Biden, to Kabul in January 
2009 before the inauguration. Biden had already had a difficult 
encounter with Karzai in 2007, a meeting that ended with Biden 
throwing his napkin on the table and declaring the meeting 
over. The January 2009 meeting certainly did not improve the at-
mosphere. Biden told Karzai that Pakistan was 50 times more 
important to the US than Afghanistan, a statement that of-
fended the Afghan president and increased his suspicion of US 
intentions.2 Clearly, Biden’s statement was different not only 
from what Karzai had heard during Bush’s years, it was also dif-
ferent from what you would expect anywhere in political ex-
changes between leaders of friendly states. Biden’s language 
was obviously intended to threaten Karzai – even before the 
Obama administration had taken over. 

Once inaugurated, Obama himself discontinued Bush’s practice 
of video conferences with Karzai. Without any knowledge of Af-
ghan politics, Obama seemed to believe that the less he spoke to 
the Afghan president, the more he would make him listen. It 
was a serious misjudgement. 

Karzai’s first encounter with a prominent member of the new 
administration after the Obama inauguration took place was 
when the newly appointed Special Envoy Richard Holbrooke 
came to visit in February.3 Holbrooke was convinced that re-
election of Karzai would be disastrous and took the opportunity 

to encourage a number of other prominent Afghan politicians to 
run against him in the upcoming 2009 elections. The rumours 
reached Karzai within minutes. There was no reason for Karzai 
to think that replacing him was Holbrooke’s initiative and not 
Obama’s policy. Holbrooke’s behaviour matched the signals 
Karzai had already observed, namely that Obama wanted to keep 
him at a distance. When the visit was over, Karzai called me to 
his office and said: he wants to get rid of me and of you. 

Several prominent Afghan politicians have approached me to 
say that they too were encouraged to run for the presidency – at 
least this is what they understood. Each of them seemed to in-
terpret Holbrooke’s invitation as being the candidate preferred 
by the US. 

Holbrooke continued his efforts until the day after the elections 
had taken place. Even before the counting process had com-
menced he told Karzai that there was so much fraud that he 
should already now accept a second round.4 Holbrooke had 
shared the same message during a video conference the same 
morning with Afghanistan envoys of other Western countries, 
but subsequently asked the German envoy to amend the sum-
mary of the conversation to delete any reference to his views on 
a second round.5 However, the content of the video conference 
reached Karzai within minutes. 

It was gross interference in the Afghan election process. In the 
end, Karzai started his second term as president with less than 
50% of the votes required by the constitution. He was convinced 
that the international community – in particular Holbrooke – 
had stolen victory from him in the first round. The bitterness he 
felt from not having the full legitimacy that a majority would 
have given him stayed with Karzai until the end of his  
presidency. 

Photo: US Embassy Kabul Afghanistan 

 28 PRIO PAPER 2014 www.prio.org 



 

In his book, Robert Gates confirms Holbroke’s attempt to over-
throw Karzai, describing it as “clumsy”.6 The consequence was 
that Karzai’s confidence in the Obama administration suffered 
for the rest of his presidency. 

The US efforts inspired other Western countries into taking part 
in the debate on the future Afghan leadership. A discussion de-
veloped about appointing a Prime Minister to chair the Afghan 
government – contrary to Afghanistan’s constitution. During 
summer 2009, the French Foreign Minister, Bernard Kouchner, 
even brought a written proposal to President Karzai outlining a 
mandate for the new post.7 The president rightly saw the initia-
tive as an attempt to reduce his power and as evidence of a lack 
of respect for himself and Afghan sovereignty. 

In parallel with the start of the election process in Afghanistan, 
the Obama administration carried out its first review of US Af-
ghanistan policies behind closed doors without the participation 
of Afghan officials. When a group of leading Afghan ministers 
visited Washington during the time of the review, one very 
prominent minister sent me a text message with one word de-
scribing his experience in Washington – “neo-colonialism”.8 

On 5 March I received a phone call from then Assistant Secre-
tary of State, Richard Boucher, informing me that a big Afghani-
stan conference would take place in The Hague to present 
Obama’s strategy. I took note of the message and thought I 
would receive more information in due course. A couple of 
hours later, messages came in from news agencies in Brussels, 
where Secretary of State Clinton had announced that the confer-
ence would take place in The Hague later that very same 
month.9 

I called Spanta, the Afghan Foreign Minister, to consult with 
him. However, he had no knowledge of the conference. Only 
minutes later, he called me back to say that neither had the 
President heard about it. While he was certainly not opposed to 
another Afghanistan conference, he was upset that the media 
had been told before him and that no consultations with the Af-
ghan government had taken place. I was embarrassed and called 
Washington to inform Boucher about the Afghan reaction. 

A similar problem occurred a few months later. During his in-
augural speech for a second presidential term in November 
2009, Karzai emphasized that the next international conference 
on Afghanistan should take place in Kabul early in 2010.10 The 
international community was favourable to the proposal. How-
ever, the British government ignored his statement and instead 
invited donors to a conference in London – again without ensur-
ing Karzai’s support in advance. 

In May 2009, Karzai made his first visit to Washington during 

Obama’s presidency. Having participated in the visit, Zakhilwal 
– the Minister of Finance – characterized the visit with the fol-
lowing words: “Obama talked and was not respectful. He gave 
Karzai a lecture. It was very bad. During the visit in 2010 they 
tried to go to the other extreme, but it was too late”.11 

During autumn 2009, another intense discussion of US strategy 
took place in Washington and between Washington and promi-
nent US representatives in Kabul. Now, the discussion centred 
on how many additional US troops should deploy to Afghani-
stan. It culminated in President Obama’s speech on 1 Decem-
ber. In his book My Share of the Task, General McChrystal de-
scribes how he went to the presidential palace in Kabul to 
inform Karzai about Obama’s speech.12 The debate in Washing-
ton had lasted for months. Again the Afghans had only been 
marginally involved even though the discussion was about send-
ing additional tens of thousands of troops to their country. 

According to the US ‘clear-hold-build’ COIN (counter-insur-
gency) doctrine, additional civilian experts and administrators 
would govern and rebuild districts liberated by the military. This 
‘civilian surge’ would be critical to the success of the entire strat-
egy, since it would provide a stable local government delivering 
services and turning the population away from the insurgency. 
The military surge started early in 2010. The number of US 
troops increased gradually by more than 30,000 and reached 
100,000, in addition to 50,000 other ISAF troops. By that time, 
the Obama administration had doubled the number of US 
troops compared to the level when President Bush left office. 
With the ‘surge troops’ arriving, the first offensive started in 
February 2010 in the Marja district of Helmand. Later in the 
spring, a bigger offensive in Kandahar province would follow. 

Recruitment of US civilian experts had started in early summer 
2009, with Holbrooke playing a key role at the State Depart-
ment. When the US military and civilian experts began to arrive, 
the Deputy Director of the IDLG (Independent Directorate for 
Local Governance), Barna Karimi, was made responsible for the 
civilian component on the Afghan side. He was a key person on 
the Afghan side, since the IDLG would have to come up with 
Afghan civilians who would actually run the liberated districts 
advised by US experts. According to Karimi, neither the IDLG 
nor any other Afghan institution knew what was being prepared 
before US civilian experts began arriving in numbers, although 
the internal US planning process had been underway for many 
months.13 

According to another leading IDLG staff member responsible 
for the new District Development Program (DDP), Sibghatullah 
Khan, “we soon understood that nobody had experience from 
anything similar to this.  However, the DDP was the key civilian 
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program and of decisive importance to making the entire surge 
work. Furthermore, the Afghan government was not on board 
and didn’t believe in it”. At one point in a planning meeting, the 
Deputy Minister of Finance shouted, “we cannot do this. It will 
not work!” 14 

Since the Afghans had no experience, experts at the IDLG 
thought that the new DDP – targeting 80 selected districts – 
should in the first instance be limited to a few districts so that 
knowledge could be gained about how to proceed. (For the same 
reason the figure of 80 districts was deleted from the concluding 
statement of the London Conference in January 2010 following 
objections by the Afghan Minister of Finance and the UN). 
However, the reply from the US was negative: Eighty critical dis-
tricts had been included in the plan, and there was no time to 
lose. President Obama had already decided that the surge would 
end in 2012. The timeline had been set as well as the scope of 
the entire operation, which put planners and implementers un-
der extreme pressure.15 

When the operation in Marja in Helmand province started, 
General McChrystal described how a “government in a box” 
would deploy quickly and govern districts secured by military 
forces.16 The expression soon came to symbolize the failure to 
understand the complexity of the Afghan society. 

“To believe that we could recruit new people to liberated dis-
tricts, ensure proper financial management, restart schools and 
clinics and keep pace with the military – as the US asked us to 
do – was simply a dream”, according to Khan.17 

Nevertheless, in May 2010 the DDP became operational. Each 
ministry involved – finance, rural development and agriculture 
– allocated two experts to travel with the IDLG to the selected 
districts and develop a plan for service delivery tailored to the re-
quirements of each district. The target had been to visit 40 dis-
tricts in twelve months. However, visiting so many districts, 
elaborating tailor-made development plans, and recruiting quali-
fied people to administer the districts proved unrealistic – as 
Khan had predicted.18 

USAID also had recruitment problems. Turnover among the 
newly arrived US experts was high. Those that the Afghans had 
started to work with during the early planning period were soon 
gone. The quality varied greatly and many never ventured out-
side the Embassy in Kabul or a US base in a southern province. 

There was widespread scepticism of the entire project in the Af-
ghan government. The President asked about the criteria for 
identifying the districts that were now flooded with resources. 
Prominent members of the government, such as Vice President 

Fahim Khan, were opposed to spending more money in unsta-
ble provinces and insisted on a fairer distribution of resources. 
The US had failed to ensure their support before launching the 
most important offensive for more than a decade.19 

During 2010–2011, USAID was under pressure to spend more 
than USD 300 million per month for civilian development pur-
poses in the surge districts. US staff members working for 
Holbrooke told me that: “we were throwing money and people 
at the problem as quickly as we possibly could without making 
sure that it would have any real impact”.20 To measure success 
in terms of dollars spent was not a way of conducting a war for 
the hearts and minds of the local population. It had become a 
‘desperate gambit’ to spend too much money with too little 
thinking behind the entire operation. 

Summer Coish, recruited by Holbrooke and employed at the US 
Embassy in Kabul, has given a comprehensive account of the 
confusion and lack of planning and expertise in the book Little 
America by Rajiv Chandrasekaran. Her views are shared by 
other former US officials, some of whom had also worked for 
the UN, but do not wish to be identified.21 

When the military surge ended, the vast development resources 
and the civilian experts left. On the Afghan side, there were no 
resources and no capacity to fill the gaps. According to Barna 
Karimi, the lack of sustainability led to discontent with the Af-
ghan government, which was exactly the opposite of the objec-
tive of the entire strategy, namely bringing the government 
closer to the people.22 Looking back at the civilian part of the 
surge, Zakhilwal was convinced that it had absolutely no effect 
on Afghan capacity-building.23 

The surge did produce improvement in the security environ-
ment in southern provinces. In some districts, international and 
Afghan forces were able to maintain a more secure environ-
ment. However, in other districts, renewed and very serious 
threats from the Taliban endangered the military progress 
made. 

Looking back at McChrystal’s request for more troops it is prob-
ably fair to say that he had no other choice. There was an urgent 
need for additional troops on the ground to halt and reverse the 
Taliban offensive. However, the success of Obama’s strategy de-
pended on the unrealistic assumption that civilian experts and 
resources – primarily Afghan experts – could keep pace with the 
military. Obama found himself in a situation where the hesita-
tion and mistakes of the past – combined with his own overly 
ambitious timetable – rendered the project mission impossible. 

Secretary Gates writes that nobody presented any alternative 
during the strategic debates in Washington towards the end of 
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2009.24 In his October 2009 cable, Ambassador Eikenberry 
asked for more time to consider other alternatives and warned 
that the costs of the surge would be massive and the results un-
certain.25 However, at that point it was too late. The window for 
producing a more comprehensive strategy – with realistic 
chances of success – had closed. 

After years of reluctance, the Obama administration decided to 
open up a dialogue with the Taliban to find a political solution 
to the conflict, as Karzai had been arguing for several years. The 
change of policy came in a speech by Hillary Clinton in the Asia 
Society in New York on 18 February 2011.26 A number of ex-
changes took place between the US government and Taliban 
representatives – partly through international intermediaries – 
focusing in particular on releases and exchange of prisoners. 
Gradually, the discussion centred on the opening of a Taliban 
office in Doha, which could provide a Taliban “address”, thereby 
facilitate more regular contacts and help end the conflict by po-
litical means. 

The Taliban responded positively, at first insisting that negotia-
tions should be limited to the US and the Taliban. The Afghan 
government continued to be seen by the Taliban as an illegiti-
mate ‘puppet’ government and unacceptable as a negotiating 
partner. However, gradually the Taliban position changed and 
opened up for discussions with the Kabul government following 
negotiations with the US. Still, the sequence was clear, the US 
first and then Afghans, including government representatives. 
Furthermore, the Taliban – at least verbally – continued to dis-
tinguish between negotiations with the US and discussions with 
Afghans.27 

Karzai was sceptical, but accepted the establishment of an office 
in Doha. His main fear was that the Taliban would take the op-
portunity to gain international recognition, as they had done at a 
recent meeting in France and in contacts with other European 
countries. He feared that foreign powers – eager to play a role – 
would treat the Taliban as more than an insurgency movement. 
When the Taliban office was about to open in June 2012, Karzai 
therefore insisted that it should not become an instrument for 
the Taliban obtaining any form of international recognition. He 
received written assurance from Obama that this would not be 
the case.28 

When the Taliban representatives held their opening press con-
ference, however, it was in front of their old flag – the flag of the 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan – and in front of a plate with the 
same inscription. This was not “the political office of the Tali-
ban in Doha”, as Obama had promised Karzai in writing. It was 
“the Office of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan”, precisely 
what Karzai wanted to avoid.29 To Karzai it was an unacceptable 

breach of confidence. When he objected, he had the broad sup-
port of the Afghan public, who saw this as confirmation that 
Taliban ambition was still to re-establish the rule of the late 
1990s and who feared what a ‘reconciliation’ process could 
bring. The office therefore in reality never opened and Karzai’s 
best opportunity during his presidency to start talks with the in-
surgency was ruined. 

Karzai understandably blames the US for what happened in 
Doha. He does not consider it as political or procedural sloppi-
ness from the US, which it probably was, but as a deliberate 
move to avoid an Afghan-led reconciliation process. His reaction 
may seem irrational. However, in the context of the wider US–
Afghan relationship that had developed, it was understandable. 
The chaos and US clumsiness surrounding the project of open-
ing the Taliban office in Doha was frightening. Karzai became 
ever more convinced that the US and Afghanistan had widely 
differing agendas. The US had not wanted to fight the warlords 
nor to accept the reconciliation of key Taliban leaders when op-
portunities emerged soon after the fall of the Taliban. Finally, 
the US did not want to fully recognize and confront Afghani-
stan’s most deadly problem, the continued support provided to 
the Taliban by the Pakistani intelligence services. The breach of 
confidence over the opening of the Taliban office provided the 
ultimate evidence that the US and Afghan agendas were wide 
apart. 

Disagreement over the Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) poi-
soned the last year of the Obama–Karzai relationship. Karzai 
saw the constant – and public – pressure of the US administra-
tion as intimidating and unjustified. During the final months of 
2013 and the early months of 2014, a number of US dignitaries 
visited Kabul to pressure Karzai into signing the agreement.30 
These visits and the public handling of them reflected how little 
the US administration still understood Karzai’s character. The 
Afghan president saw the deadlines and the constant statements 
to the media as expressions of disrespect. To him, the BSA was 
part of a broader agenda of interrelated challenges; he wanted 
the US and ISAF to remain in Afghanistan. However, he also 
wanted US support to revive peace talks and to ensure elections 
with a minimum of Taliban attacks.31 

When I encouraged Karzai to sign the agreement during a dis-
cussion in October 2013, he did not object. However, he wanted 
more than he had so far achieved in his talks with the US and, 
in particular, a stronger US engagement aimed at reviving peace 
talks.32 

Certainly, the constant US pressure had hardened him. His 
sense of partnership with the US had evaporated. He did not 
want to be a president who – as a puppet – signed up to a long-
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term presence of his US ‘masters’. The harder the US pressure 
became, the more he needed to demonstrate that the US had 
given him additional concessions. However, other considera-
tions also influenced him. His belief that the US would do its 
utmost to stay militarily present in Afghanistan for reasons of 
regional security was probably stronger than it should have 
been. At this point, I felt that Karzai was genuinely uncertain as 
to how he should act. In the end, he decided to leave signing of 
the BSA to his successor. 

President Obama’s last visit to Afghanistan on 27 May 2014 
came to symbolize how badly damaged the relations between 
him and President Karzai had become. Obama landed a short 
helicopter flight away from the capital at the US base in 
Bagram, where he ‘invited’ Karzai to meet him. For years, Kar-
zai had insisted on respect for Afghan sovereignty as the basic 
element of his relationship with the international community. 
Nothing could be further from his thinking than to be ‘invited’ 
by the US president to a US military base in his own country. 

Consequently, Karzai instead invited Obama to meet him at his 
Presidential Palace in Kabul. The ‘US puppet’ and ‘mayor of Ka-
bul’ could not do otherwise. He had to insist on Afghan sover-
eignty and respect for himself as the Afghan president. It was 
Karzai’s last chance to set the record straight and insist that 
even the superpower had to follow normal rules of international 
diplomacy. Obama’s decision not to visit Kabul therefore be-
came the ultimate insult; the visiting guest again lacking in re-
spect for his host. It is hard to believe that the American presi-
dent and his advisers did not know what they were doing. 
Obama probably wanted to use the occasion to again signal his 
dislike of the Afghan President. However, Karzai’s views were 
widely shared by his compatriots. In his culture, Obama not 
only offended President Karzai, he failed to respect a fundamen-
tal aspect of Afghan culture: You are welcome as a guest, but do 
not try to take over ownership and reorganize the house. 

Robert Gates provides a brief but clear assessment of Obama’s 
Afghanistan policy: “The President doesn’t trust his command-
ers, can’t stand Karzai, doesn’t believe in his own strategy, and 
doesn’t consider the war to be his. For him it is all about getting 
out,” according to Gates.33 

Karzai felt humiliated by the US lack of cultural sensitivity, by 
the unwillingness to consult properly, by the tendency to substi-
tute for weak Afghan institutions, thereby disconnecting the 
government from its people rather than the opposite. He felt an-
gered by the constant public criticism of politicians and the me-
dia, and by the leaks of confidential discussions. The relation-
ship between Obama and Karzai was irreparable and neither 
man showed any interest in trying to repair it. 

Understanding the Afghan Perspective 

Prominent Afghan politicians have an almost identical way of 
describing the first years of the international engagement in Af-
ghanistan after the fall of the Taliban. Karzai’s former Chief of 
Staff and later Minister of Interior, Omar Daudzai, divides the 
relationship between the international community and Afghan 
authorities into three stages: 

In the beginning we were treated as babies and we were 
spoon-fed…. Now, from 2014, there will be two partners 
and they will have to respect each other. In between 
there has been a grey area, where the Afghan authorities 
gradually exercised its sovereignty and took the driving 
seat – a development that the international community in 
theory wanted, but in practice found it difficult to adjust 
to.1  

Then there are two very different interpretations of what took 
place. According to Daudzai, “Karzai puts all the blame on the 
US and vice versa. There has been a lot of tension. However, we 
had to go from this ‘spoon-feeding’ relationship and to a mature 
partnership. Karzai had to nurture the Afghan sense of owner-
ship. Afghanistan simply had to re-emerge as a free and inde-
pendent country. For the US this was not easy to accept”.2 

Haneef Atmar presents a variation of the same theme: “We 
were not policy-makers at the strategic level at the time”, he says 
about the first years after the fall of the Taliban. He notes that 
the attitude to the international community was that “[we 
should] not bite the hand that feeds [us]. … What they give, take 
it…. We did not have the institutions to question what was hap-
pening and the capacity to take control. The result was corrup-
tion and some used the opportunity to gather tremendous 
wealth”.3 

Atmar prefers to describe the relationship at this early stage by 
comparing the role of a nanny to that of a nurse: “The interna-
tional community became the nanny instead of the nurse … and 
if you become a nanny, then you separate the mother from the 
baby”. In this context, the mother was the government and the 
baby was the new, emerging political system. Atmar claims that: 
“The international community should have been the nurse, 
helping the mother – the government – develop a new political 
system in an Afghan context…. Perhaps it would have taken 
some more time. But it would in the end have been more effec-
tive and more sustainable”.4 

The remarks of the National Security Adviser and former For-
eign Minister, Spanta, seem to reflect a general impression 
among Afghan leaders at the time. He believes that “we swal-
lowed a lot from the US over the years concerning how we were 
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handled. The Americans did not understand that they were talk-
ing to representatives of a sovereign country. They found it diffi-
cult to distinguish between seeing Afghanistan as a sovereign 
country and enemy territory”.5 

Spanta thinks that “our self-confidence was low and that created 
a ground where the headmaster could operate. It became an atti-
tude that had to be changed. … In Kabul, the Americans did not 
understand that they were talking to authorities of a sovereign 
state”. Spanta describes his irritation when US ambassadors 
summoned Afghan ministers to the US Embassy and to the 
Ambassador’s residence for all sorts of reasons. He asks: “Was 
that normal? In any other country it would not be! As a guest, 
you go to the host and not the opposite. It was humiliating and 
institutionalized a culture of dependence”.6 

Karzai’s instincts and basic attitudes were more widely shared 
among Afghan leaders than we tended to believe, and even 
among the most reform-oriented politicians who had spent 
many years in the West. Where they disagreed was on how to re-
spond to what they saw as a policy of humiliation and lack of re-
spect. 

The former Minister of Rural Rehabilitation and Development, 
Ehsan Zia, believes “there was also a lack of vision inside the 
government that created the opportunity for donors to do what 
they wanted”.  He refers to how ministers were competing for 
money. “There was no plan or unity of purpose. If we had all 
spoken with the same voice, then we would probably have done 
better. And the international community never had the patience 
needed to understand the realities of our society on the 
ground”.7 

Did Karzai have a plan and a vision when he came into office? 
Probably not. How could he?  During more than two decades of 
war, everybody’s attention had been on fighting the enemies 
and not on how to build a new Afghanistan. 

Furthermore, Karzai had never chosen his first government, 
which included many that he did not trust. It was a government 
with widely differing views on political transformation, and with 
reform-oriented forces side by side with very conservative lead-
ers as well as corrupt commanders and politicians. With such 
differing perspectives inside his own government, how could 
there be unity of purpose and how could Karzai articulate a ‘vi-
sion’ without risking serious fragmentation? 

Could he later have been more vocal in promoting his own vi-
sion? He probably could. However, he had no experience in 
state-building, which unfortunately made him vulnerable to for-
eigners with plans that did not match the realities of Afghan so-
ciety. 

The fact that he had not chosen the government himself con-
tributed to his disregard for the ‘chain of command’. Karzai 
would rather rely on information from the village elders and 
tribal leaders he would talk to than on exchanges around the 
government table. The new institutions were not his preferred 
political arena. 

He listened to representatives of the international community, 
but also insisted on its respect. Amrullah Saleh commented in 
October 2013: “Don’t treat us as a dispensable nation. Yes, we 
are poor, but we have dignity. … Afghanistan was sometimes 
treated as a charity case and not as an asset”.8 In this sense, his 
views also reflect Karzai’s instincts. 

To be fair, there were prominent US representatives who made 
a serious effort to understand Karzai. Former Secretary of De-
fence Robert Gates has expressed his views on the relationship 
to Karzai in his book: 

I quickly understood the importance of actually listening 
to him – something too many of my American colleagues, 
including all our ambassadors during my time as secretary, 
did too rarely – because he was very open about his con-
cerns. Long before issues such as civilian casualties, the 
actions of private security contractors, night raids, and 
the use of dogs on patrol became nasty public disputes 
between Karzai and the international coalition, he would 
raise these matters in private. We were far too slow in 
picking up these signals and taking action. Karzai knew he 
needed the coalition but he was also sensitive to actions 
that would anger the Afghan public, undermine their tol-
erance for the presence of foreign troops in their coun-
try, and reflect badly on him in the eyes of his country-
men.9 

Karzai commented to Gates: “I know I have many flaws, but I 
know my people”.10 Karzai certainly had flaws and could react to 
events and comments more spontaneously than most, but dur-
ing my ten years of travelling to Afghanistan and two years as 
the UN SRSG, I never met any Afghan politician with a finger 
so much on the pulse of his own society. 

Gates concludes:  

[G]iven Afghanistan’s history, if the people came to see 
us as invaders or occupiers, or even as disrespectful, I be-
lieved the war would be lost. … We need to listen better 
to what the Afghan leadership is saying. If the Afghan peo-
ple view foreigners as occupiers, it will never work – we 
need to make sure our interests are aligned with those of 
the Afghan people.11  

On a visit Gates made to Afghanistan on 11 December 2008, a 
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visit he thought at the time would be his last, since the Bush ad-
ministration had only one month left of its second term, he told 
the press: “This is their country, their fight, their future”.12 

Reflecting on the same topic after having accepted that he would 
continue under Obama, he concludes: “[O]ur lack of under-
standing of Afghanistan, its culture, its tribal and ethnic politics, 
its power brokers, and their relationships, was profound”. Gates 
believed that the US had learned virtually nothing about the 
place in the twenty years since the defeat of the Soviets. “If we 
had too many foreign troops in the country, if there were too 
many civilian casualties and too little respect for Afghans and 
what they wanted and what they thought, the Afghans would 
come to see us, too, as occupiers, not partners”.13 Gates reacted 
to what he saw as “pervasive negativity” among some US repre-
sentatives. 

 The US and the international community never managed to 
adapt to Karzai’s way of doing business. Foreign visitors meet-
ing the Afghan president for the first time might readily have 
believed that what they were seeing was a Western-oriented poli-
tician dressed in traditional Afghan attire. His excellent lan-
guage abilities and his ease in interacting with Western politi-
cians meant that it was easy to misread him. He was different 
from other traditional Afghan politicians foreigners would meet. 

However, visitors tended to overlook the fact that he was also 
very different from the many Western educated politicians who 
had spent years – even decades – in Western countries. Politi-
cally, Karzai did not have one foot in the West and the other in 
Afghanistan, as so many others who came back from the dias-
pora. He had always been an Afghan politician to the core, 
raised and trained in an Afghan political culture based on Af-
ghan traditions. He had learned the Afghan way of doing poli-
tics from his father, whom he succeeded as a tribal leader in the 
south. More than anything else, this was his world. 

When discussing his legacy with him in May 2014, he rightly 
described himself as a consensus-builder. “Consensus-building 
is the ultimate character of the Jirga process, of egalitarianism”, 
he said. However, he objected when I told him that consensus-
building was not always the best way of bringing a country for-
ward and of implementing reforms. “How do you define de-
mocracy”, he asked me. When I responded that democracy was 
rule by an elected majority he again objected: “That would never 
work in this country. … It would lead to fragmentation and con-
flict. To bring reform there has to be a broad consensus. And 
that is even more important in a situation where our country 
has lived in conflict for more than three decades”.14 

Afghanistan and its leaders have to live in two worlds – one of 
tested Afghan political traditions in solving problems, building 

on consultations from the local to the national level; and the 
other of untested Western institutions enshrined in Afghani-
stan’s new constitution. When he was first elected president, he 
had to have one foot in each, but his instincts and political be-
haviour belonged much more in the world of Afghan traditions 
than anywhere else. When meeting with traditional leaders – vil-
lage elders or mullahs – Karzai would comment that “now you 
will hear the real voices of Afghanistan, you will hear what our 
people really think”.15 

His consensus-building instincts could be testing for foreign 
representatives. Neumann writes: “I understand the frustration 
of those who think he should take this or that action, and some-
times I urged such action, but I also understand the enormous 
conflicting pressures on this lonely leader”.16 McChrystal refers 
to Karzai’s habit of receiving an endless number of visits from 
local leaders: “the flow of people placed a nonstop succession of 
issues and opportunities on the desk of a president with pre-
cious few resources to provide and little direct political power. 
His was a perpetual balancing act to retain support, influence, 
and legitimacy across a diverse range of constituencies”.17 

Despite the challenges and the demands on this ‘lonely leader’, 
the habit of receiving Afghans from near and far was the kind of 
politics Karzai enjoyed. McChrystal observed Karzai on numer-
ous such occasions, and comments that “despite his often one-
dimensional depiction in the media, outside the palace Presi-
dent Karzai was gifted at retail politics. Once on the ground (…) 
his ability to communicate with local leaders, his ‘presence’ and 
his natural empathy with his countrymen seemed to resonate in 
a way that surprised many westerners”.18 

Karzai has largely been successful in his efforts at consensus-
building. The insurgency returned in strength after the defeat in 
2001, but he has managed to keep other forces of potential con-
flict and fragmentation under control in a way that has enabled 
Afghanistan to achieve dramatic progress over the past 13 years. 

Karzai sees himself as a consensus-builder, but also as a re-
former. However, when describing himself as a reformer – “re-
forms made in the Afghan way and not in the Western way” – 
he is clearly referring to Afghanistan’s past, when former rulers 
tried to implement reforms, but failed to achieve the broad sup-
port required.19 As a reformer, he deserves credit for the fact 
that, under his rule, Afghanistan has become an open society 
with a political debate that is more intense and diverse than any-
where else in the region. We often refer to the achievements in 
education and health. However, we rarely highlight the fact that 
the vibrant political debate today covers almost all areas of soci-
ety and regularly challenges the political leadership in a very di-
rect way. 
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One of Karzai’s profound regrets is that he did not become ‘Kar-
zai – the peace-maker’. For this, he blames Pakistan for its role 
in supporting the Taliban and the US for not having endorsed 
his reconciliation efforts at an early stage. Ahmed Rashid wrote 
succinctly on 25 June 2012: “This is a man who single-handedly 
since 2004 insisted to a militarily obsessed Washington that 
only talks with the Taliban could end the war. The Americans – 
full of hubris at the time – scoffed at him”.20 

This early US attitude was demonstrated when Mullah Baradar, 
former Deputy Minister of Defence, together with former Min-
ister of Defence, Mullah Obaidullah, former Minister of Inte-
rior, Mullah Abdul Razzak, and former secretary of Mullah 
Omar, Tayyeb Agha, offered to withdraw from political life in 
exchange for immunity soon after the fall of the Taliban. At that 
time, the US blocked the offer, according to President Karzai.21 
The atmosphere was not ripe for any US acceptance of reconcili-
ation with a deadly enemy. Had Washington at that time under-
stood the importance of the initiative, the impact could have 
been significant and – perhaps – changed the course of history. 
Instead, these four individuals later became important figures 
in the return of the Taliban movement. 

As already mentioned it took until February 2011 before Hillary 
Clinton expressed US readiness to talk to the Taliban. At that 
time, most of the international community had for years argued 
for the need to seek a political solution to the conflict. However, 
even then the US position was a half-hearted endorsement. In 
spite of repeated Afghan requests, there is for instance no clear 
evidence that the US ever tried to pressure Pakistan into releas-
ing Mullah Baradar, arrested in Pakistan in February 2010 for 
promoting reconciliation. In spite of four years behind bars, 
Baradar probably still had significant influence inside the Tali-
ban leadership. To underscore Pakistan’s insistence on control-
ling any peace initiative, Tayyeb Agha’s brothers were arrested 
by Pakistani authorities in 2014. His father had to flee to Af-
ghanistan to escape imprisonment following his son’s role as 
head of the Taliban office in Doha. 

In the leaked cable to Hillary Clinton in November 2009, then 
US Ambassador Karl Eikenberry complained that Karzai was 
not a “strategic partner”.22 The cable was an input to the ongo-
ing strategic debate in Washington. I agreed with Eikenberry 
with regard to the main message in his cable; namely that the 
US president needed a wider set of options than simply a mas-
sive military surge. The debate in Washington should have been 
more than a discussion about troop numbers. 

With regard to his views of President Karzai, I disagreed. Eik-
enberry and I had spent much time together with Karzai. Both 
of us knew him well. We would readily agree that a dialogue 

with him could be challenging and unpredictable. However, it 
was my impression that Eikenberry did not understand Karzai’s 
increasing frustration with the US and how it had grown since 
Eikenberry’s last tour as commander in 2006. 

Reading the cable made me reflect on whether a ‘strategic part-
nership’ was in fact a realistic ambition. Could there ever be a 
genuine strategic partnership between the US and Afghanistan, 
the only remaining superpower and one of the world’s poorest 
countries and a society that for so many years we had failed to 
understand?  While the US had focused on the war on terror, 
Karzai had sought a partnership that would be sustainable and 
would strengthen a weak Afghan government. He was grateful 
for the generosity of Western nations, but his attitude had been 
increasingly coloured by the unintended and negative impact of 
Western policies. The agendas seemed too far apart to be recon-
ciled and the gap in mutual understanding too wide to be 
bridged. 

The US administration was not alone in demonstrating a lack of 
understanding for Afghan sensitivities. On 23 May 2010, then 
UK Defence Minister, Liam Fox, stated: “We are not here in Af-
ghanistan for the sake of the education policy in a broken 13th-
century country. We are here so that the people of Britain and 
our global interests are not threatened”.23 Fox’s statement con-
firmed what Karzai had often suspected; to the UK, Afghanistan 
was not in itself of primary importance. However, the lack of 
sensitivity that his statement demonstrated and his reference to 
the 13th century heightened the insult. It was a statement of-
fending Karzai as well as many Afghans aspiring to become part 
of the modern global community with allies committed to the 
same cause. 

Gates points out how sensitive Karzai was to foreign action that 
did not respect Afghan sovereignty and in his book states that 
“all too often, in both the Bush and Obama administrations, 
American officials failed to calibrate their criticism of Karzai in 
terms of what they said, how often, at what level, and whether 
publicly or privately. The result was to make a challenging rela-
tionship more difficult than it needed to be”.24 

Karzai was convinced that the US and other Western powers 
were ‘fighting the wrong war’ and were unwilling to confront 
the most important threat to Afghanistan, i.e. the support given 
to the Taliban by the Pakistani military establishment. 

He saw the US and Pakistan as the two main powers capable of 
bringing peace to Afghanistan. However, in Pakistan the mili-
tary establishment was unwilling – and the civilian leadership 
unable – to take decisive steps to terminate its support for the 
Taliban. Instead, Pakistani authorities even arrested prominent 
Taliban representatives – and their family members – for being 
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in favour of and working for a reconciliation process. The US 
seemed unwilling to pressure Pakistani authorities to encourage 
– instead of actively prevent – a dialogue between the Taliban 
and the Afghan government. Written reports of conversations 
between American and Pakistani officials that reached Karzai 
covered detailed discussions about the reconciliation process, 
their views of Karzai, and development of the Afghan security 
forces. The openness and sometimes backstabbing of Karzai in 
cables from US-Pakistani meetings, that I have had access to, 
contributed to an impression of intimacy that the Afghan Presi-
dent saw as proof of a conspiracy.25 

Karzai was far from alone in the Afghan leadership; his views 
were widely shared by other prominent Afghans: “We hear that 
Pakistan is much more important than Afghanistan. Is that be-
cause they are misbehaving? And should they be rewarded”, 
Amrullah Saleh asked in a discussion in May 2014.26 

Gradually, prominent US politicians came to believe that Karzai 
was anti-US and that it was simply impossible to work with 
him. With the presidential elections in 2014 approaching, US 
representatives as well as international media were relieved to 
see that both the main contenders were “pro-Western”. Such 
simplistic views reflect the lack of understanding of the Afghan 
president and of the impact of Western policies. Karzai has al-
ways been aware of his dependence on the US. However, he 
wanted to frame this partnership in conformity with respect for 
Afghanistan’s interests and sovereignty and probably – as al-
ready indicated – believed that the US would be more deter-
mined to stay in Afghanistan than was the case.  

On 5 November 2009, I told the me dia in Kabul that Afghani-
stan should “start the process of defining Afghanistan’s status 
as a neutral state in the region living in peace and confidence 
with its neighbours”.27 Karzai reacted strongly and called me to 
his office. Without consulting him, I had commented on the 
most sensitive aspect of Afghanistan’s future – its international 
status. In the inauguration address for his second term as 
elected president, he set the record straight. He wanted Afghani-
stan to be an important “non-NATO US ally”.28 He knew that 
without close ties to the superpower, and being located in an un-
stable part of the world, he risked to see a neutral Afghanistan 
not respected by potential enemies again become a victim of in-
stability and conflict. At this point, Karzai had lived through 
months of what he saw as US efforts to unseat and humiliate 
him. However, he knew that Afghanistan’s interests depended 
on a close partnership with the US – one of mutual respect and 
understanding. 

During lengthy discussions with him, I also saw how – within 

certain limits – Karzai admired the openness of Western socie-
ties. However, he also insisted that in the West we had lost the 
fundamental qualities of solidarity and care stemming from be-
longing to an extended family framework. He wanted to mod-
ernize Afghan society, but also to maintain its identity.29 

Karzai was an unusually charismatic politician. In his meetings 
with Afghan audiences – no matter how big – he would not ad-
dress them, but speak with them. During rallies or conferences, 
he could interact with hundreds of engaged and enthusiastic Af-
ghans of all ages. At the inauguration of the National Institute 
for Management and Administration in 2008, he seemed not to 
speak with ‘the audience’, but with each of the hundreds of stu-
dents individually – on where they came from and what their 
ambitions were. 

At the same time, he was a clever tactician capable of outsmart-
ing his opponents. At one point, he called me to his office a few 
minutes before a big meeting to say: watch this – you will see a 
real tactical game! He could be a calculating and manipulating 
politician – all critically important to building consensus under 
difficult circumstances.30 

However, increasingly, he also became the victim of conspiracy 
theories, suspicion and misinformation. Sometimes, the reason 
was lack of information and respect for his leadership. On occa-
sions, his suspicion of the US would bring him to conclusions 
that simply had little to do with reality and that quite unneces-
sarily harmed Kabul’s relations with Washington. Nevertheless, 
had Washington demonstrated a greater degree of openness and 
accepted the Afghan lead role more than it did, then Karzai’s 
many conspiracy theories could perhaps also have been avoided 
– or at least managed better. 

Towards the end of his Presidency, his desire to take revenge 
seemed to have gained the upper hand in his relationship with 
the US. When we met for our last meetings in the presidential 
palace in May 2014, I raised his approval of the Russian annexa-
tion of Crimea. I believe he understood my argument that he 
had nothing to gain from accepting any step that could result in 
the fragmentation of another country. He had himself for years 
been concerned with the danger of fragmentation of Afghani-
stan. His motivation seemed to be to irritate Washington and 
nothing else. His statement certainly did not serve Afghani-
stan’s interests.31 

At this stage, Karzai seemed to be tired and distrusting, and it 
had become increasingly difficult to discuss with him. In addi-
tion to the burden of 13 years of leadership came all the interna-
tional speculation that he intended to stay on that had little to do 
with reality, but that was repeated endlessly by the international 
media. 
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Most importantly, during his last term in office Karzai gradually 
became convinced that the partnership he wanted with the US 
differed from the one the US sought to establish. He felt in-
creasingly insecure about what the real US agenda was and the 
role Afghanistan played in the wider US strategy. 

Karzai ended his long presidency as a leader who – in McChrys-
tal’s terms – had struggled to combine the need for a close rela-
tionship to the US with respect for the sovereignty of his coun-
try. Karzai was a patriot and knew Afghan society better than 
any other prominent Afghan politician. He needed the support 
of the US. At the same time, that support could endanger him 
and the entire transformation project if not carefully adapted to 
Afghan realities. It was a question of understanding each 
other’s political realities, and both sides failed. That failure prob-
ably led both Obama and Karzai to make serious mistakes. 

Looking Ahead 

As the international military forces leave, the perception of oc-
cupation or invasion will fade away. The challenge of the next 
president and his team will be to ensure that the partnership re-
mains strong. In shaping their policies, the new Afghan leaders 
will face many of the same dilemmas as Karzai. Even if they 

may be – or seem to be – more Western-oriented, they will have 
to live and work in two very different political worlds at the 
same time – as Karzai did. 

Furthermore, the warlords and powerbrokers of the past will 
hold prominent positions and continue to exercise significant 
power. Progress in reforming the Afghan society will be slower 
than the international community expects, but to abandon the 
country again would bring risks of new instabilities and even 
civil war. 

Certainly, the next government will be able to build on the 
achievements of the past decade. However, it will have to correct 
misleading and propagandistic declarations of progress made 
and explain – in particular to the big international powers – that 
these achievements are fragile and that Afghanistan will require 
continued mobilization of political energy and resources from 
abroad to avoid setbacks.1 

It is true that the number of children at school has probably 
reached an impressive 8 million (and not 10-11 as some Afghan 
politicians claim).2 However, the quality of education is low. 
Owing to a high birth-rate, demand for education is growing 
much faster than the availability of school places and qualified 

Sunrise over Kabul and Camp Qargha. Photo: UK Ministry of Defence 
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teachers. Frequently, even schools in the capital operate in three 
shifts to provide at least a very few hours of teaching. Finally, 
higher and professional education does not provide the qualified 
experts urgently needed for economic development.  

It is true that life expectancy has increased, but the claim that it 
has grown from 42 to 62 years in less than a decade is mislead-
ing. Had this been the case, it would have been a unique and 
historic development. In light of recent surveys, life expectancy 
has probably now reached above 60 years. However, the claim 
that it was 42 only a few years ago is not reliable. That figure 
likely belongs to the 1980s.3 

It is true that thousands of kilometres of roads have been con-
structed or rehabilitated. However, with the current resources 
and equipment and the lack of donor emphasis on sustainabil-
ity, the Afghan authorities may only be able to maintain a frac-
tion of these roads. 

Already, schools and clinics are closing in some provinces as 
ISAF forces withdraw and leave the operation and maintenance 
costs to the Afghans. 

To avoid precipitous withdrawal of assistance, the new Afghan 
president will have to emphasize to donors and to the Afghan 
public that a continued partnership is required and wanted. The 
first priority will be signing of the Bilateral Security Agreement. 
Furthermore, the new President should demonstrate readiness 
to address problems of corruption and the rule of law. In this 
area, as in others, progress will be incremental. Of critical im-
portance will be the composition of the new government. The 
new president will have to demonstrate an unambiguous readi-
ness to conduct a policy of reform, while at the same time avoid-
ing alienation of critical constituencies. That will be a daunting 
task. In the new government, there will be individuals with a 
history of economic corruption and human rights violations, in-
dividuals whose interests lie in maintaining the status quo – 
such as warlords figuring prominently on presidential election 
tickets. However, without a determination to address corruption 
and economic self-interest of politicians, the international com-
munity will lose whatever patience and commitment remains. 

The new Afghan government will have to make hard choices be-
tween sectors of investment and between investing in new pro-
jects and sustaining projects already completed. In return for 
Afghan readiness to address international concerns, shared by 
many Afghans, the US and other key international partners 
should commit to maintaining a significant level of economic 
engagement and efficiency, thus enabling the new government 
to avoid a recession that would stall the progress of the past dec-
ade. 

Afghanistan has massive natural resources. Its mining and en-
ergy sectors will be critical to its future economic growth. How-
ever, the country will need further foreign assistance if it is to 
establish the legal framework required and the capacity to en-
force it. Afghanistan’s natural resources are the property of the 
Afghan people and must not become a target of another foreign 
‘invasion’ or of domestic fraud and corruption. Afghanistan’s 
future would stand to gain from studying carefully the experi-
ence of other countries in Asia and Africa, many robbed of their 
resources with little benefit to their own people. The Afghan 
economy urgently needs to improve. However, patience is re-
quired if the extraction of natural resources is to benefit the peo-
ple. 

The long and difficult election process has demonstrated that 
the potential for political instability is very real. The US is the 
only power able to help maintain a sufficient level of cohesion 
in Afghan society between leaders of different ethnic and geo-
graphic backgrounds. Washington will only have a politically 
stabilizing role if there is readiness to maintain a sufficient eco-
nomic and military presence. 

Furthermore, the Taliban is certainly not ‘on the run’, as has 
been claimed so often over the years by top international com-
manders and politicians. The Afghan security forces are not yet 
ready to fight alone. The high attrition rate and urgent need for 
air support and operational improvements is testimony to this. 
Support from the US and NATO will still be needed. 

The new Afghan government will have to enter into dialogue 
with the Taliban. However, such a dialogue can only succeed if 
there is a new and constructive engagement by Pakistan and a 
continued US military presence in Afghanistan. A US decision 
to withdraw, in accordance with the current Obama timetable, 
would damage Afghanistan’s security, its economy and its politi-
cal cohesion, as well as prospects of a peaceful end to the con-
flict. 

The Obama administration has to be prepared for a new start 
and for reviewing its current policies. With an almost unprece-
dented number of difficult international challenges competing 
for attention and resources, that will not be easy. However, with 
a new president and government taking charge in Kabul, both 
sides – Washington and Kabul – should demonstrate readiness 
to push the ‘reset’ button and establish a more predictable part-
nership that can end the conflict and enable Afghanistan to 
move forward politically and economically.  
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