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Founder's Message

MUHAMMAD AZFAR AHSAN
Founder, CORPORATE PAKISTAN GROUP & Nutshell Conferences Group

The dramatic events in Afghanistan on August 15, 2021, and the world's reaction, speculations and concerns across
various sectors and geographies, called for a combined dialogue on the situation and what to expect in the coming days.
'Tomorrow' remains mystifying and uncertain not just for Afghanistan, but also for the key stakeholders in the region.
While it is being speculated that the interest of the US in Afghanistan seems to have reduced substantially, other power
players like China have taken major interest in the country.
It became a need as well as a responsibility to present
varied opinions and perspectives on a platform and
initiate this critical conversation on the national and
global stances and reactions to the fall of Kabul and
takeover by Taliban. It is not only the stability in
Afghanistan that may be in a grave state, but also the
impact on the region as it is being perceived and
predicted, and can have serious outcomes leading to
economic crisis, violation of fundamental human rights
and displaced persons, amongst many more. The effects
can also be felt and seen on the Western countries,
many of whom are evacuating their citizens from
Afghanistan, opening borders and expecting an inux of
refugees, and in some cases securing their borders and
restricting cross border movement in anticipation of
what may come in the days to follow.
Earlier this year, there have been talks where Pakistan,
Russia and China favored “dialogue and political
solutions” to determine the future of Afghanistan, and
have shown their preference for an inclusive, peaceful
government. Whether the Taliban believe in dialogue
and a just treatment of the Afghans still present in the
country remains to be seen.
At this point, there are numerous questions that are
arising in the economic and political circles. While we
can only speculate at this stage, there are experts with a
keen eye on the situation in Afghanistan, who may have
a clearer perspective how it may unfold. Some of the
key concerns include: what this change of events means
for the region, how soon or strong the impact turns out
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to be, what stance should Pakistan take, and is Pakistan
willing and able to host more displaced persons in
addition to the 3 million Afghan refugees that have
come in over the years. There are also conversations
and concerns regarding the aftermath and what can be
done to mitigate various situations as they emerge.
To gure out some unanswered questions pre, during
and post events that followed 15 August, and from the
conversations and developments since President Trump
rst announced the Peace Agreement, Corporate
Pakistan Group and Nutshell Conferences brought
together analysts, diplomats, political leaders, and
senior journalists to share perspectives and give
recommendations as we move towards what is yet
another turning point for Afghanistan and how it may
impact the economic connectivity, trade, transit and
foreign policy of the region.
Perhaps timely conversations can lead to mitigating
issues that we might nd ourselves faced with and
contribute in forming a strategy and determining our
stance.

Muhammad Azfar Ahsan
Founder & CEO
CORPORATE PAKISTAN GROUP &
Nutshell Conferences Group

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Afghanistan conference brought together representatives of the Pakistan government, local and foreign senior exdiplomats, think tank researchers, leading analysts, and media personnel, to have a dialogue on the developments in
Afghanistan and the way forward for Pakistan and the region.
The participants broadly agreed that Pakistan has suffered a great deal from unrest in Afghanistan and it is in their
interest to have a stable Afghanistan. They recognized that the United States has fundamentally altered its lens for
foreign policy from counter terrorism to great power competition and therefore exited Afghanistan to focus on its strategic
competitors namely China and Russia. Therefore, the trajectory of Pakistan's relationship with the US, and the bloc the US
leads, has changed and continues to evolve. India and other regional competitors, who have lost space in Afghanistan,
may become spoilers, specially if they are denied space, and this requires proactive focus from the new Afghan
government and its prospective partners. A broad-based government in Afghanistan which is recognized by the regional
powers, China, Russia and UN is necessary for legitimacy.
The Taliban should full their promises on engaging the main power centers and share power, allow women education
and the right to work, and must not permit anyone to use their soil for terrorism. China, and to a lesser extent Russia, will
play a critical role in reconstruction in Afghanistan, and if the Taliban can formulate an effective government, provide
security and reduce corruption, they may well realize the dream of a prosperous Afghanistan.
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On 15 August 2021, the world witnessed what is being referred to as the end of a 20-year Western experiment aimed
at remaking Afghanistan, when the Taliban entered the city of Kabul after President Ashraf Ghani ed the country. The
events that unraveled in the following days and what it could mean for those left behind – Afghan women, and the
establishment of Shariah Law as it was implied “within the framework” by the Taliban – has left the world with many
unanswered questions.
Earlier, there have been multiple speculations with regards to the aftermath or outcomes of the withdrawal of US
troops from Afghanistan. In a recent joint report on Afghanistan published in April 2021, led by scholars from the
Observer Research Foundation (ORF), Wilson Centre (WC), and Primakov Institute of World Economy and International
Relations (IMEMO), concerns and perspectives of three key stakeholders – United States, Russia and India – were
brought forth. Each of the aforementioned countries shared a myriad of factors that were the result of emerging issues
in war-torn Afghanistan, that affected each of the mentioned countries. Each country in the region, specically the
neighboring countries, and the US, shared the possible outcomes and the change in the geopolitical landscape once
US and NATO troops withdrew from Afghanistan. The country's fate, it was speculated, may be shaped by both internal
and external factors including(a) the extent of unity amongst the government and other political stakeholders, how it
contributes to the peace process; (b) the performance of the Afghan troops; and (c) the strategy that the Taliban would
adopt.
The conversations about the departure of the allied forces from Afghanistan began during the Trump administration in
February 2020, when a withdrawal agreement was negotiated with the Taliban without including the Afghan
government in these discussions. The events that followed resulted in:
è Release of 5,000 imprisoned Taliban soldiers,
è May 1, 2021, being set for the nal withdrawal of troops (which was later extended), and
è Reduction in US troops from approximately 13,000 to 2,500.
Meanwhile, the Taliban continued to attack the Afghan government forces, include Al-Qaeda terrorists in the
leadership, and show obvious signs of their main objective – to create an “Islamic Government” in Afghanistan once
the US left. Their previous “rule of terror,” their possible interpretation of “within the bounds of Islamic law” in what
they are instating as “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan,” and the evacuation attempts of thousands of Afghans, are just
some of the reasons to be deeply concerned. From humanitarian, development, and foreign relations to education,
capacity building and economy, the repercussions of the abrupt withdrawal by President Biden are far too many, some
foreseen and many yet to unfold. In February 2021, Biden had reiterated his campaign promise of bringing the US
troops back home from Afghanistan, and assure that the land of Afghanistan will never again be used for terrorist
attacks against the US and its partners. Biden had also assured Americans that a Taliban takeover of Afghanistan “is
not inevitable;” US intelligence, however, had assessed that Kabul would fall within months or weeks following
withdrawal of American forces from Afghanistan.
Considering the aforesaid, Afghanistan Conference was held to provide a timely, inclusive, neutral, apolitical and
nonreligious platform for conversations that were happening across various sectors and countries. At the same time, it
was imperative to hold this dialogue to bring Pakistan's perspective to the rest of the world. As a key stakeholder in the
region, and constantly affected with the happenings in Afghanistan over the last few decades, Pakistan holds a critical
position in not only the region but the world. “What happens in Afghanistan, ows back into Pakistan” was an apt
comment during this conference and the impact of this takeover by the Taliban, and the next steps are being widely
discussed amongst all circles in the country.

Objectives
To understand different perspectives of experts on:
è National security
è Foreign policy
è Diplomacy
To present Pakistan's narrative to the world;
è In light of the recent events in Afghanistan since the US troops withdrew
è Its implications especially on the neighboring countries
è Pakistan's perspective being a key player in the region as well as in the world
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Panelists:

Air Chief Marshal Sohail Aman (Retd)
Pakistan's Chief of Air Staff (2015-2018)

Mosharraf Zaidi
Analyst, Anchor, Columnist & Senior
Fellow, Tabadlab

Ambassador Omar Samad
Senior Advisor to Chief Executive of
Afghanistan Abdullah Abdullah
(2014-2016); CEO Silkroad
Consulting LLC.; Senior Fellow, South
& Central Asia, The Atlantic Council

Professor Dr Adil Najam
Dean, Frederick S Pardee School of
Global Studies & Professor of
International Relations, Boston
University, USA

Ambassador Riaz Khokhar
Pakistan's Foreign Secretary &
Ambassador in USA, China, India,
Bangladesh (Retd.)

Professor Dr Daniel Markey
Senior Research Professor of
International Relations, John Hopkins
University, USA

Andleeb Abbas
Parliamentary Secretary for Foreign
Affairs, Government of Pakistan

Saleem Sa
Journalist, Columnist & Defense Analyst

Dr Shireen Mazari
Federal Minister for Human Rights

Senator Anwar Ul Haq Kakar
Member, Senate of Pakistan

Fe'reeha Idrees
Broadcast Journalist, Writer & Political
Analyst

Senator Sherry Rahman
Chairman Foreign Affairs Committee,
Senate of Pakistan

Lt Gen Naeem Khalid Lodhi (Retd)
Defence Analyst & Caretaker Federal
Minister for Defence (2018)

William M Arkin
Senior National Security Correspondent,
Newsweek

Michael Kugelman
Deputy Director & Senior Associate for
South Asia, Woodrow Wilson Center,
USA
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Afghanistan, Pakistan & Emerging Geopolitical Scenario

Keynote Address by

SENATOR SHERRY RAHMAN
Chairman Foreign Affairs Committee, Senate of Pakistan
The keynote speaker, Senator Sherry Rehman, opened the conference and highlighted the
impact of the fall of the Afghan Government, withdrawal of US troops, and the Taliban rule, on
Pakistan.

Talking about how the world is surprised at the dramatic end of government in Kabul and
takeover by Taliban, Sherry Rehman observed that this is not only the fastest takeover of any
government in this century, but also the beginning of a cold war in the region. Following are the
highlights of Sherry Rehman's keynote:
The dramatic fall of Kabul has pivoted the world's attention on what is now being termed as the
most existential event of the 21st century. This is because it has brought many changes, including
the humanitarian crisis unfolding in Afghanistan, the return of geopolitics and the re-emergence
of great games, the wheels of which were already turning.
Afghanistan is very important for Pakistan; as history has proven, whatever happens in
Afghanistan affects Pakistan, especially Karachi, which has more Pashtuns than in Kabul or
Peshawar, with much of the inux coming during the anti-Soviet Jihad.
Pakistan is still considered as a country that gives refuge to and exports terrorism – this remains
a fundamental and critical problem for us. Pakistanis, in general, are surprised and confused to
be at the receiving end of anger and blame from the Afghan civil society, despite having given
humanitarian support to the Afghan people over the years. In the current scenario as well,
Pakistan is playing the role of a good neighbor by assisting evacuations from Afghanistan, and
at the same time, practicing a policy of neutrality. Over the last three governments, Pakistan has
repeatedly announced that we encourage Afghanistan to decide its own future, and that we
seek an autonomous Afghanistan with an inclusive government – Afghan-led and Afghanowned! At the same time, we must assert our right to ensuring stability at our Western border
and security at our Eastern border.
It is important to note that all of Afghanistan has not been pacied by the Taliban; Afghanistan
is multi-ethnic; and managing a negotiated settlement in Afghanistan has never been easy.
Some Afghans are afraid of the future as it unfolds under a Taliban dispensation that may not
respect human rights. Afghanistan's economic fragility will continue to inhibit their consolidation
as a people, it was and still is dependent on foreign aid, and over USD 9 Billion of their funds in
the American Bank are frozen. There are risks related to ination, governance and stability.
Pakistan is already beginning to see the spillover effects of instability and a lack of a central
authority in Afghanistan, which may lead to a rise in cross-border terrorism; there have already
been recent attacks against Chinese installations/people in Pakistan. The principle danger is the
possible regrouping of the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which was the frontline terrorist group
that, in the past, targeted many schools, mosques, hospitals and military installations in
Pakistan.
The Afghan situation is not only critical for stability in our region, but also vital for peace in
Pakistan and to a redenition of our goals.

In the context of geopolitical impact and global opinion:
Regional countries like China and Russia have a high stake in Afghan stability. China is not
looking for a combat role in Afghanistan; it prefers to gain power economically and as a builder
of infrastructure, and will likely maintain good diplomatic relations with Afghanistan and
Pakistan. Access to Gwadar and Afghanistan offers it the opportunity to link the Eurasian
continent so that it realizes its Belt & Road Initiative (BRI) ambitions, which the US does not like.
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Russia, from past experience, also does not want a combat role in Afghanistan; it will want to be
the next security provider in the Central Asian region.
The British Parliament has debated the Afghanistan situation in its session, and has set the tone
for other Western partners to observe the conduct of the new regime before deciding together
whether to recognize it and on what terms.
So far, there are positive narratives coming from the Taliban in terms of women and minority
rights, and not allowing their territory to be used for attacks on other countries. However, it will
have to be seen how Taliban translate their words into action.
One of the lessons the world can learn from the war in Afghanistan is that it will never accept
colonization by any country, and power alone is not enough to subjugate a society, particularly
one as proud and tribal as Afghanistan. Pakistan advised America in 2012 to engage in a
dialogue with Afghanistan. By the time America started negotiations in 2020, the Taliban had
established a clear advantage. It is very clear that the Doha agreement was not a peace
agreement; it was an agreement for the departure of US forces from Afghanistan.
Pakistan will have to watch its stance; we must not term the fall of Kabul as the fall of American
power. Pakistan needs to stay diplomatically engaged with USA, especially with India pushing
for sanctions to be imposed on Pakistan.
Pakistan's focus now will have to be to engage with all groups in Afghan society, and reiterate
that we are not here to provide military support to any one group seeking preeminent political
and military power in Afghanistan. The situation is complicated, and we must show patience,
and hope that they are able to decide their own democratic future.
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Address by

DR SHIREEN MAZARI
Federal Minister for Human Rights
Dr Mazari focused on the impact of the Afghan war on Pakistan, and in particular, the
scapegoating that Pakistan has been subjected to. The highlights of her speech are as follows:

The scapegoating of Pakistan, which has been done before, and being done now, is highly
unfair. Pakistan itself has been a victim of various wars over the years – in the Soviet war, we
were seen as collaborators because we trained Mujahideen with the help of the CIA to ght
“foreign invaders” and subsequently paid a heavy price – armed Taliban groups rising in
Pakistan, militant terrorism, polarization of our society, and the rise of the “Klashnikov culture.”
Then 9/11 happened, and we were dragged into a war that our current Prime Minister has
stated for decades was not our war, and that there would never be a military solution to peace
in Afghanistan.
Our advice to the Americans to indulge in dialogue, before the Taliban had the upper hand, fell
on deaf ears. Eventually when the US did agree to come to the negotiation table, it was from a
weakened position.
Throughout the years, the US neither invested in nation building or developing infrastructure,
nor focused on building camaraderie or institutional commitment; most of the money went into
building an Afghan National Army (ANA), which eventually was not prepared to ght against
what they saw as a corrupt government bolstered by the US. An analysis of these events makes
it easy to understand why the Taliban were able to take over so quickly.
The Taliban had a few advantages in this entire scenario; they lived amongst the people and
had their support, they had time on their side, they survived the military power of US and NATO,
they cleverly adopted a wait-and-see policy and eventually brought them to the dialogue table.
Despite all the support Pakistan gave to the US, it has been frequently abandoned by the US
and slapped with sanctions. It cannot be denied that after Afghanistan, it is Pakistan that has
suffered the most – 70,000 Pakistani lives were lost in the war against terrorism, our economy
plummeted, polarization increased, refugee inux surged with very little international support to
sustain them, our tribal areas destabilized by drone attacks – all of this despite Pakistan being
an “ally” of the US. Even today, Pakistan is being blamed for failures that rest entirely with those
who occupied Afghanistan for more than 20 years – the US and NATO has never understood
that the power of Pashtun nationalism, particularly when mixed with their Jihadi spirit, should
not be underestimated. This scapegoating is not acceptable any more!
As for the behavior of the US and others; trying to pressurize the Taliban by withholding their
funds or freezing their assets, or Canada declaring they will not recognize the Taliban
government without giving them a chance to form a government, seems bizarre. On the one
hand, US signs a deal with the Taliban with the agreement of NATO countries; and on the other,
they try to corner them and push them in the wrong direction. This is not going to be in anyone's
interest.
Taliban statements today indicate that this group is very different from the previous Taliban that
ruled Afghanistan. No blood has been shed with them coming into Kabul; they have
categorically stated that:
è
They want an inclusive Government.
è
They will not allow their territory to be used against any country.
è
There is no place for an armed TTP in Afghanistan; this was a major problem Pakistan
had with the previous Afghan government where India was given space to fund TTP and
other terrorist groups targeting Pakistan from Afghan soil.
è
They will show empathy towards minorities.
è
They will not place restrictions on women going to school and working. Asking them to
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cover their heads should not cause an uproar as long as it does not stop them from
studying or working. There are several countries in Europe where Muslim women are not
allowed to dress the way they want.
So the early signs of the present Taliban government are positive; we are waiting and hoping for
an inclusive government and for the Taliban to live up to their promises.
If the Taliban deliver on their commitments, especially vis-à-vis terrorism, Russia and China will
increase their economic involvement in Afghanistan. This will be particularly tremendous for
CPEC as it can be expanded into Central Asia, Iran and beyond. There is great potential for
development for all countries in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
The regional security dynamics have altered tremendously, in a good way for Pakistan; they
undermine the possibility of India hegemonizing this region under their power politics. This
leaves more space for the development of China's BRI where they are helping infrastructure
development across and beyond the region. In the coming years, we will see a shift in the
strategic dynamics, with the military-centric approach of US and India not being the dominant
factor, and geo-economics and development being the major focus.
Pakistan's position is clear that we will accept whatever the Afghan people decide; we are not,
and never were, in a position to impose any decision on Afghanistan. At the same time, stability
in Afghanistan and the region is critical for Pakistan; destabilization has been going on for far
too long and has impacted Pakistan negatively.
We hope that an inclusive government is formed in Afghanistan, and that they protect the rights
of women and minorities. We also hope that they are not cornered and are eventually
recognized by the international community. This will improve things in Afghanistan and bring
stability.

Keynote Address
Address by
by Dr
Dr Shireen
Shireen Mazari
Mazari

13

Dialogue on

Pakistan's Options in
Evolving Geopolitical
Situation

Back

Afghanistan, Pakistan & Emerging Geopolitical Scenario

AFGHANISTAN
CONFERENCE-1

Panelists:

Air Chief Marshal Sohail Aman (Retd)
Pakistan's Chief of Air Staff (2015-2018)

Lt Gen Naeem Khalid Lodhi (Retd)
Defence Analyst & Caretaker Federal Minister for Defence (2018)

Andleeb Abbas
Parliamentary Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan

Senator Anwar Ul Haq Kakar
Member, Senate of Pakistan

Ambassador Riaz Khokhar
Pakistan's Foreign Secretary & Ambassador in USA, China, India, Bangladesh (Retd.)

Saleem Sa
Journalist, Columnist & Defense Analyst

Moderator:

Mosharraf Zaidi
Analyst, Anchor, Columnist & Senior Fellow, Tabadlab
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ANDLEEB ABBAS
This is a historical moment for the world and for the region in particular, presenting
opportunities and threats, depending on how we receive and act upon them.
Pakistan is following a four-pronged approach. First, we are partners in peace, not conict; if
Afghanistan is peaceful, Pakistan is peaceful. Secondly, we will support an inclusive and
sustainable govt in Afghanistan; any other solution will only bring more conict. We support
stakeholder dialogue and are making efforts to bring everyone to the table. Thirdly, being
conscious about the humanitarian issues faced by Afghanistan, our embassy and government
are doing their best to make this transition peaceful. We are helping to safely evacuate people
who want to leave Afghanistan. Last but not the least, our government has shifted from
geopolitics to geo-economics; we want to bring the region together through economic means. A
peaceful Afghanistan will provide a corridor to Central Asia, creating a market bigger than the
European Union.
We are happy that no bloodshed has taken place, but we are keeping an eye on the
developments given that the situation is still unfolding.

On the issue of sealing the border:
We have always welcomed Afghan refugees; Pakistan is the only country that has hosted 3.5
million refugees and given them the same opportunities that Pakistanis have. We have also
suffered the consequences of this hospitality, in the form of terrorism. This time, our acceptance
of refugees will be limited, despite the humane angle, because we simply do not have the
capacity to house and serve them the same way we did many years ago.

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL SOHAIL AMAN (RETD)
Two different kinds of strategies and approaches to the world have become visible now: one is
that of the US and the Western world, and the other is that of China and the East. USA decided
to handle everything by force, an approach that eventually failed, because they did not invest in
the people's welfare. We also have to keep in mind that the increased trade activity in the region
will make America feel left out, and India uneasy.
Another important point is the myth of democracy – democracy is the best system but not the
only one nor it is a one-size-ts-all solution for the entire world; China's system has also
worked, so has Africa's. This is a golden opportunity for the Taliban to show an effectively
working Islamic ideological system through a broad-based government.
Afghanistan and the region stand at the most critical juncture in history, where there are big
opportunities. Afghanistan can become an excellent trade corridor to several markets.
As far as Pakistan is concerned, this is a time of “cautious hope,” of watching out for our own
safety and security, but at the same time not interfering in Afghanistan, showing support, and
letting the Taliban settle down and develop an all-inclusive government, giving way to economic
prosperity.

On the risk of residual Afghan Air Force collateral going into the wrong hands:
The entire area is not yet in the Taliban's control, and some weapons may get diluted among the
population, but eventually they will gain control over the situation as they build and develop
military institutions; they have given their word that their soil will not be used against any other
country. Pakistani military should impart training to them, to bring more stability to their country.
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On Pakistan being extra vigilant:
We will have to address the grievances that Afghanistan has with us, and support and ease
them out. Secondly, this entire situation is very difcult for India to absorb, so Pakistan will need
to stay very vigilant to ensure that peace and stability prevail in our own country.

SALEEM SAFI
Question: Several senior ofcials are cautiously optimistic about the future of the Taliban
government in Afghanistan. What is your stance?
After having talked to different people in Afghanistan and to the Chinese Special Envoy to
Afghanistan, I feel that there are as many chances of peace and stability prevailing in
Afghanistan, as there are of further deterioration in the situation for Afghanistan and hence
Pakistan.
There are two kinds of sentiments in Pakistan – one is of jubilation and the other of
despondency – we should indulge in neither and stay strictly neutral.
There are a number of factions within the Taliban, with different approaches. We will have to
see whether more political personalities become part of the new government, or more military
commanders. However, the formation of an all-inclusive government in Afghanistan does not
seem likely, due to the Taliban's announcement of an Islamic Emirate. This raises doubts on the
recognition of the Taliban government by the West.
In March 2021, Pakistan, along with China, Russia and US, agreed that they will not accept an
Islamic Emirate in Afghanistan. Now that the Taliban have announced an Islamic Emirate, there
is a question as to what course of action Pakistan will take.
After the humiliation faced by USA, Britain and European heads of state, it is quite likely that
they will scapegoat Pakistan. Whether the situation in Afghanistan improves or deteriorates, one
thing Pakistan should be prepared for is to have its arm twisted by the US and its allies.

AMBASSADOR RIAZ KHOKHAR
Question: Few people in Pakistani history have the experience of diplomacy that you have.
Please talk us through the particularities and complexities of recognizing a new
government. If the Islamic Emirate is indeed the title and way forward in Afghanistan, how
will that work? Should Pakistan be among the rst to recognize it, or should it wait for
others? Should it adopt a bloc approach, regional approach or global approach? What are
the conditions that should be set for accordance of recognition?
Firstly, the world needs to give time to Taliban leaders to settle down. Credit must be given to
the Taliban for showing great diplomatic and political skill and a spirit of reason and
accommodation. Their conduct during the Doha talks is a testament to the fact that they are
different from the previous Taliban leadership, and it would be wise to give them time to match
their deeds with their words.
Even though the American Afghanistan project has failed, we should not use harsh words like
“defeat,” because the nerves in Washington are sensitive on this issue. Not only are Americans a
proud people, but also America is still a very strong military power in the world.
The matter of recognition is delicate; the technical aspects of it are: is the Taliban government in
control of its territory, is it functioning, and will it be able to get rid of non-state actors? The
expectation in Kabul would be that Pakistan should be amongst the rst to recognize the Taliban
government; it is important to explain the delicacy of this matter privately to the Taliban and not
through public statements that could hurt the sentiments in Afghanistan.
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Pakistan should not rush to recognize the Afghan government; we should wait and consult with
our friends, particularly China, Russia, Iran, Central Asian countries, and also the US.
I hope that the Talibans manage to stabilize, but I do share Salim Sa's concern that there are
no simple solutions, and that we should watch the situation very carefully.

On the Taliban's struggle and melting away of ANA:
The Taliban have genuinely struggled; their political, diplomatic and public relations strategies
have been very good.
There is no pleasure being taken at America's difculties, but the fact is that they did not
succeed in building an Afghan Army. Think tanks will be spending years studying what exactly
happened in Afghanistan, and why the Afghan National Army (ANA) dissolved. For almost a
decade, Pakistan has been telling US that forming an Afghan army is not in the interest of
anyone; specically, General Ashfaq Parvez Kayani, COAS (2007-13) submitted 3 notes to the
Americans, including one to President Obama, advising them against it. The Taliban succeeded
for two reasons – one, they had a cause, they were ghting for freedom; and two, they had
support in the rural areas.

On the suspicion of Pakistan supporting both US and Taliban:
Whereas senior ofcials in Pakistan may not be excited about Taliban rule in Afghanistan, they
are denitely tired of being blamed by the US of being jubilant to see the US struggle. The
American version is that Pakistan was supporting the Taliban and US at the same time and that
is why all this happened. Due to this belief of the West, their narrative against Pakistan is going
to gain traction, Therefore, Pakistan has to work hard with Washington and other European
capitals.
Maybe the present Government of Pakistan should involve people outside of the PTI in its
foreign policy, and go out and market us better, as our marketing at the moment is very poor.

On the issue of refugees:
Stability in Afghanistan is not possible in the face of opposition, as is currently prevailing in the
North of the country. In the event of a civil war, refugees will head towards Pakistan and Iran.
Due to a kind of natural expectation in Afghanistan that they can come to Pakistan, the pressure
on us to take refugees will increase. Therefore, we need to do some fresh thinking on the
refugee issue.

SENATOR ANWAR UL HAQ KAKAR
Question: One of the perspectives that is going to be very important is the way in which
this generation of Afghan refugees settles. Firstly, how will Pakistan absorb a new migration
wave, and what impact it will have on various parts of Balochistan? Secondly, what do you
think the impact of the global Afghan diaspora will be on the politics of the countries
where they settle, and those countries' attitudes towards Pakistan?
On the case of inux of new refugees, I believe that it will probably not happen around
Balochistan or even KPK, because the current IDPs are within the boundaries of Afghanistan; the
Taliban have taken effective control of all borders, and there is fencing on the border with
Pakistan. Also, people who want to get out of Afghanistan do not seem interested in coming to
Pakistan, they would rather go to Europe, USA or Canada.
There are 5 million Afghans currently residing inside Pakistan, over a million in Iran and half a
million in Turkey. Once they land on the shores of the Mediterranean, it will not be possible to
determine where exactly they came from. This is one reason why Pakistan should convince
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London and Washington that a peaceful settlement of a de-facto future Afghan government is
not just in the interest of the region but has global implications as well.
Pakistan has been accused of being jubilant over the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, but let us
also take a look at the jubilation of Afghan-origin US and European citizens, most of them being
conservative Pashtuns who are full of religious nationalism. For them, the countries they have
adopted as their new homes, stand as a symbol of occupation. Their loyalty as Afghans gets a
sense of satisfaction from the latest accomplishment of the Taliban; this is, however, at a
personal level, and has not been displayed from any consolidated platform.

On the issue of Pakistan helping Afghanistan through economic trouble:
Pakistan needs to have a clear roadmap of engagement on humanitarian level, e.g. supply of
food and medicine, in case of a de-facto government in Afghanistan. Pakistan also needs to
develop a narrative on how this de-facto inter-state relationship, could be taken towards a
formal recognition, and how it would benet the region and the interest of the global
community.
Afghanistan deserves peace, and so does Pakistan. And Pakistan can play a leading role in
addressing the humiliation that the US is currently feeling.

LT GEN NAEEM KHALID LODHI (RETD)
Question: Are you optimistic that Afghanistan will deny the use of their country to
transnational terrorist groups, the most important one for Pakistan being TTP? Do you think
the Taliban will be able to deliver on this promise?
I am condent in the Taliban's ability to curtail these actors, seeing their attitude so far; they
adhered to the agreement they signed with the Americans, they have given amnesty to women
and minorities, they have promised to make an inclusive government, they have displayed good
diplomatic skills. Within a few months we should be seeing a more peaceful Afghanistan and
Pakistan.

On the issue of spoilers:
When asked if it is possible that Iran is encouraging the Taliban to establish an Islamic Emirate
and take a direction contrary to the Doha process, and in doing so, could Iran be solidifying its
inuence, and concurrently limiting the inuence of Pakistan, China, Russia and the US, Gen
Lodhi replied that he cannot conrm if Iran is being a spoiler, but he can positively identify two
other spoilers – USA and India, who would not want peace to prevail in Afghanistan.
Pakistan should not be the rst one to recognize the Taliban government, but it may become
part of the rst group (Russia, China, Iran and Central Asian countries) to do so. Also, any future
dispensation in Afghanistan will be better for Pakistan than Ashraf Ghani, as he gave space to
RAW and other intelligence agencies that shed a lot of blood in Pakistan.
Our options are dependent on emerging scenarios; in addition to bracing ourselves for the
worst, we should also be prepared for the best-case scenario, as I don't think we are fully
geared to take advantage of all the opportunities that may emerge.

Keynote
AddressGeopolitical
by Dr Shireen
Mazari
Dialogue on Pakistan's Options
in Evolving
Situation

19

Dialogue on

Geopolitical Backdrop

Back

Afghanistan, Pakistan & Emerging Geopolitical Scenario

AFGHANISTAN
CONFERENCE-1

Panelists:

Professor Dr Daniel Markey
Senior Research Professor of International Relations, John Hopkins University, USA

Professor Dr Adil Najam
Dean, Frederick S Pardee School of Global Studies &
Professor of International Relations, Boston University, USA

Michael Kugelman
Deputy Director & Senior Associate for South Asia, Woodrow Wilson Center, USA

William M Arkin
Senior National Security Correspondent, Newsweek

Fe'reeha Idrees
Broadcast Journalist, Writer & Political Analyst

Moderator:

Mosharraf Zaidi
Analyst, Anchor, Columnist & Senior Fellow, Tabadlab

Back

Dialogue on Geopolitical Backdrop

21

Afghanistan, Pakistan & Emerging Geopolitical Scenario

AFGHANISTAN
CONFERENCE-1

WILLIAM M ARKIN
Question: As the takeover began, one of the biggest issues was whether or not Afghans
who had worked for international publishing and media houses would be evacuated.
Granted that at that moment, you wanted to get everyone out, but what does that mean for
the resultant vacuum in Afghanistan, in terms of voice, capability, access and being taken
seriously by newsrooms? What impact is this hollowing out of foreign press from Kabul
having?
What happens in Afghanistan in the long term, will be according to wishes of people of
Afghanistan what the people of Afghanistan will decide, and the US will have little inuence
over that. Though there is a tragedy unfolding in Afghanistan today, the importance of
Afghanistan to the US, as a trading partner or a geopolitical player, is minor. Geopolitically, it is
up to Afghanistan and the region to put Afghanistan on the right course, and the US has a
minor, if any, interest in the future of Afghanistan.
The articulation you get from most people who are not Afghanistan experts, is that in essence
we need to take care of Afghanistan as a matter of honor, in respect of those Americans who
fought there, and to take care of Americans who are stuck there. And secondly, the only danger
of Taliban being in power is that there might be a renewal of Al Qaeda or other terrorist groups
who would now have refuge in Afghanistan. I nd the rst argument valid, and the US should
take immediate measures to evacuate those who want to leave, whereas the second argument
is weak; the terrorist threat to the US is well diminished since 2001.
Some people liken the situation in Afghanistan with Vietnam, but today US is Vietnam's number
one market and number one trading partner outside of Asia; and is a vibrant and live society.
The same does not seem to be happening with Afghanistan any time in the near future.
As for hollowing out of capacity in Kabul to engage with the world through Western publications
and media organizations, there would be a setback in intellectual energy and internationalism
in Afghanistan in the short run, as the most vibrant internationally oriented cadre of people in
Afghan society are leaving, but we hope that many of them would be able to return in the long
term.

PROFESSOR DR ADIL NAJAM
Question: There have been some irresponsible public statement from senior Pakistani
ofcials, coupled with a deep sense of anger in Washington and London and other places.
Putting these two things together, what does this mean for Pakistan, and how can we deal
with the fallout?
Irresponsible statements from either side are unbecoming, incorrect, erosive and destructive.
They do not help, neither the articles, nor the tweets, nor the gloating.
At the same time, they have little to do with Afghanistan; they are rather a reection of the
dismal state of US-Pakistan relations and the mistrust on both sides, which must be mended.
It is a fact that US-Pakistan relationship is in tatters. Neither will anyone in the US believe
anything that we say, nor will we in Pakistan believe anything that they say.
I would like to see all this being used as an indication of why the relationship needs to be
mended, rather than creating false narratives of “all is well.”
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PROFESSOR DR DANIEL MARKEY
Question: The withdrawal of US from Afghanistan does not reect well on the expertise
contained within the Biden administration. The gap between how good they should be at
their job and how badly the withdrawal was managed, the principle informant of that gap
is Washington's obsession with China – one, is that true or not? And two, what are the
implications of the China angle on the US and its approach to Afghanistan, moving
forward?

Given the quality of the professionals in the US government, the events, as they have unfolded
in Afghanistan, are distressing, in part because they allowed it to happen. But our policy in
Afghanistan, troubling as it has been, does not reect a lack of attention to the decision to
leave. Biden has thought about it for years, carried out consultations, and eventually taken this
decision despite opinions of senior US military leaders. This is not the product of distraction but
rather a considered strategic decision.
Coming to China, I believe things in Afghanistan have not unfolded as they have because of the
obsession with China. We have been distracted from Afghanistan almost from the very
beginning. We can go back to when we invaded Iraq; and say that the distraction of Iraq led us
away from Afghanistan early on, and that distraction has persisted all the way through. Only a
superpower like the US can ght a war on the other side of the planet and not be paying close
attention to it for 20 years.
With respect to China, the US has decided over the past 10 years that the single organizing
strategic principle of American foreign policy ought to be great power competition with China at
the center of it, and ought not to be the organizing principle of the global war on terror (that
was the principle shortly after 9/11). And that shift is not a distraction, but a prioritization, that if
the US is going to effectively maintain itself geopolitically, it needs to focus on the real
challenges, which are not in Afghanistan in the same way that they used to be.

FE'REEHA IDREES
Question: There is a slow-moving humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan, but sooner or later,
there is going to be an economic crisis as well. It seems that so many of our conversations
are about geopolitics, press freedom, women's rights, etc. but not about the human
experience of being an Afghan today. Do you agree with this, or do you think that we are
including Afghans in our analysis enough? What should we in Pakistan be doing to
engender a more human-centric analysis?

Whenever there is conict, the real stories get compromised. Having said that, there are people
who have tried to project Afghan stories. When it comes to refugees, the situation is tricky; the
previous Afghan war saw a huge inux of refugees into Pakistan and Iran. Over the years,
Pakistan was labelled as a country giving refuge to terrorists, whereas our point of view has
been that there was a very large number of refugees and it was very difcult to keep an eye on
everyone coming in, and that is why we built the fence. Unfortunately at that point, it becomes a
geopolitical angle, and this is sad reality of this war.
Afghanistan today is a young population, as is Pakistan. Perhaps 20 years down the line, we can
hope for better people-to-people contact, and more stories coming out of Afghanistan.
I know that Pakistan's point of view is that we want Afghanistan to decide what they want, and
we want an all-inclusive government. But as a journalist, I have questions, the rst one being
what an all-inclusive government means and how will it work?
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On going to Afghanistan to cover the real stories:
I have been trying to go to Afghanistan to cover the real stories, but there are issues with getting
a visa these days. Despite security concerns, there are journalists who are reporting from there.
I have spoken to some journalists there and I have asked them what an “all-inclusive
government” means. I have also asked them what a Shariah government means, and have we
seen it working in any other part of the world. When the Taliban say they have changed in the
last 20 years, what is the new denition of a Shariah government? Will there be a new
constitution of Afghanistan? And most importantly, how are all the people who have been each
other's enemies going to sit down and talk about the people? The questions are endless.

MICHAEL KUGELMAN
Question: How should Pakistan tackle the now toxic and insidious environment prevailing
in Washington towards Pakistan, and what steps should it take for its interest?
(There was an attack on the Chinese nationals a day prior to the conference.)

The TTP threat will be a signicant issue moving forward. There are speculations that before the
US withdrawal from Afghanistan is complete, we will have militants in the region. The effect on
TTP is concerning because of its track record; they were once the most potent terrorist group in
the region. They were badly neutralized after the Pakistani counter terrorism operation began in
2014, but the group has been resurging in recent months, well before the recent Taliban
takeover of Afghanistan, and has been stepping up attacks in Pakistan.
The US is well aware of the TTP threat; and has worked with Pakistan to target some senior TTP
leaders. In fact, the last three TTP supreme leaders were killed by the US drone strikes.
Certainly, the Pakistani Taliban has not been as big a priority for US interests as the Afghan
Taliban have been; the US has been ghting them for a long time. This gets to one of the many
disconnects in US-Pakistan relations; the two countries have different priorities in terms of
terrorist threats. The Haqqani network has long been viewed in Washington as a major concern
because of what it has done in Afghanistan, whereas the threat perception about the TTP in
Washington is not the same.
The big question now is what the Afghan Taliban do about the TTP. Pakistan would want them to
go after the TTP leadership that is based in Afghanistan; whether this happens or not remains to
be seen. The Afghan Taliban and the Pakistani Taliban have ideological linkages, and have
partnered together in some attacks inside Afghanistan over the years. The Afghan Taliban are
not known for turning on likeminded groups based in Afghanistan. We often hear from
Islamabad that Pakistan's leverage over the Taliban has diminished over the years, and if that is
true, we cannot expect Pakistan to pressurize Afghan Taliban to turn on the TTP.
That said, if the Taliban in Afghanistan are looking to gain some form of legitimacy and
recognition from the world, going after the TTP will strengthen the counter terrorism bonades
of the new Taliban government.
The US is not going to be involved in efforts to target the TTP in Afghanistan; instead, their
counter terrorism activities would include monitoring Al Qaeda and ISIS – groups considered to
be threats to the US homeland.
There have been reports in the last few hours that there are efforts by the Pakistani government
to negotiate with the TTP to stop terror attacks, at least in KPK. But that is still emerging.
The future of US relations with Pakistan is very uncertain. However, ofcials in Washington have
repeatedly acknowledged all the terrorism-caused deaths in Pakistan over the last 20 years. The
US will continue to see Pakistan as an important player in the region, especially now that there
will be a Taliban-led government in Afghanistan; that will give Pakistan inuence in Afghanistan
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at overt levels. This is not something that the US will take lightly.
I am not saying that the US-Pakistan relationship will broaden, given that the US administration
wants to focus on other issues like strategic competition with China, something that does not
work well for Pakistan because it is allied with China. But I do think that this relationship is not
going to drift away.

WILLIAM M ARKIN
Question: If it is true that Pakistan has spent the last two decades yearning for greater
inuence in Afghanistan, is it also true now that Pakistan will be on the hook for the
behavior of the Taliban government? Do you think it's fair, and will it matter if it's fair or
not, particularly in terms of the view from the Pentagon? Many ofcials in Pentagon, who
are veterans of the Afghanistan experience, are angry and bitter about what they think
Pakistan's role in Afghanistan has been, something the Pakistani government does not
agree with. Could you talk about the mindset in the US government, particularly in the
defense establishment, and how this will play out if things in Afghanistan go sideways, with
respect to the burden that Pakistan may have to carry?

Washington's attitude is not the American attitude; there is a deep divide between what the
Pentagon and national security experts think and what the Americans think, which is practically
nothing about Pakistan and Afghanistan.
In terms of what the national security community thinks of Pakistan, there are two major factors
– one is Pakistan's nuclear capacity, and the second is Pakistan's support for Afghan groups that
are contrary to American interests. But once this period is completed and there is some level of
stability in Afghanistan, I don't see the US being highly engaged in Afghanistan. Their passive
aggressive response to the collapse of Afghanistan, and even their inability to see the coming
collapse, shows that the Pentagon has been losing interest for a long time.
There is another factor that I would like to bring in; it is true that there are many veterans of the
Afghan war that are now speaking up and saying that the honor of the US and of their service
in Afghanistan is important to the decisions being taken about Afghanistan. But my personal
observation is that none of these Generals who have commanded operations in Afghanistan
and are inuencers today, are worthy of being listened to. They were proteers of 20 years of
war, and it is ironic that the architects of the failure of US policy in the Middle East are the ones
that we are looking to for national security advice. We need a new cadre of experts and
academics to help us to navigate our way out of these problems, instead of listening to failed
commanders of the Afghan war who cannot even admit their own failure while they are
criticizing President Biden for his. Unfortunately, the news media has a habit of quoting these
retired Generals and Admirals as experts, and of quoting other journalists, leaving academics
behind.

PROFESSOR DR DANIEL MARKEY
Question: The way in which Pakistan has been formulated is wrong, and many of the bad
decisions in Washington have been a product of that. Having said that, many Generals
were laid off and their voices were not treated at par with civilian input in the US system. I
think that there is going to be a real reckoning about how much the Generals in
Washington are listened to and the degree to which civilian political analysis and insight is
feeding these decisions. What is your view?
This will continue to be a debate. I have often seen American Generals asked to do impossible
tasks, and their political masters have had inated expectations of what could be done in a short
period of time, in a challenging environment like Afghanistan.
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My core criticism of these 20 years is that Americans – civilians and military – believed that they
could set the terms of the Afghanistan war in Washington; they could decide when it was going
to end, determine what the appropriate resourcing ought to be, and they could also put it on
the backburner when they wanted to focus on other things. The policies were America-focused,
not Afghanistan-focused or region-focused, even though the war was in Afghanistan.

PROFESSOR DR ADIL NAJAM
Question: Dr David Kilcullen, Senior Advisor to General Petraeus, and an important voice
on counter insurgency and guerilla warfare in the world, had predicted in 2009, that
Pakistan and its government was going to collapse in six months. If American Generals,
with all of their resources and aides, with the best technology and state systems at their
disposal, failed so spectacularly in Afghanistan, what might be fueling the over-condence
that we are seeing in terms of the Pakistani military establishments' sense of security, with
respect to what is going on in Afghanistan?

I hope that the relationship between the US and Pakistan gets out of the hands of the Generals
on both sides. This relationship has been dened by war, it became logical for it to be so.
The US and Pakistan do not have a relationship. The test of whether they can have one, is when
anyone can talk about US and Pakistan for ten minutes straight without talking about another
country – China, Iran or Afghanistan.
The charge on Islamabad from Washington is that Pakistan makes promises that it does not
intend to keep, whereas the charge on Washington from Islamabad is that it expects Pakistan to
deliver what it knows Pakistan cannot deliver and therefore forces those promises. The charge
on Islamabad from Kabul is that Pakistan interferes and keeps talking about a special
relationship as if it is not about Kabul and is about Islamabad.
I think AFPAK was a stupid and dangerous idea, and today I see a small opportunity to
disentangle AF from PAK in terms of US relationships. I worry about the implication that
sometimes Pakistani statements have, that we can help US in Afghanistan again – no we
cannot! At the same time, I worry about the US notion that they might need Pakistan's help in
Afghanistan.
I think the best thing to happen for Kabul, Islamabad and Washington, is for this relationship to
be disentangled. Pakistan has no business in Afghanistan, and no ability of doing business in
Afghanistan. Pakistan should resist any idea, from within or from Washington, that there is any
opportunity to derive political or economic benet from helping the US.
Pakistan needs to focus on Afghanistan as a neighbor – this is the challenge as well as the
opportunity.

FE'REEHA IDREES
Question: I feel that internal Pakistani conversation, instead of focusing on the system of
governance in Afghanistan, or the joy that some people are getting out of the humiliation
of the US, must be laser-focused on the people of Afghanistan and their suffering of the
last 40 years. Do you see any hope of our media focusing on that?
Let us take a look at what has happened in the last 20 years, from Pakistan's perspective. There
were terror attacks everywhere in our country. As reporters, it was heart wrenching for us to
cover and keep track of what was happening. We did not even know what to say any more, who
to condemn, who to call out as our enemy.
All of us have been part of this war and have paid a huge price for it. I don't think there is a

Back

Dialogue on Geopolitical Backdrop

26

Afghanistan, Pakistan & Emerging Geopolitical Scenario

AFGHANISTAN
CONFERENCE-1

single Pakistani who wants to endure that again. We are still facing the backlash of all those
years; the threat of TTP and other terrorist groups is still there.
When we talk about winners and losers of these wars, do we talk about the terror element still
threatening Pakistan? These are my rst concerns; I want our people to be safe, I want my
government to think of and address these concerns. Yes, we want peace in Afghanistan, we
want the US to fulll its objectives, but our rst priority will remain Pakistan. We have to think of
ourselves now, our people, our country!

MICHAEL KUGELMAN
Question: What Fe'reeha has just presented is one of the best formulated interventions I
have heard on a panel. From 2007 to 2014, we were running for our own lives. How can
we bridge this voice of Pakistan with the concerns that the US government has, and the
people of Afghanistan have?

In an ideal world, we could try to bring back some mechanisms that used to exist in US-Pakistan
relations, like the strategic dialogue introduced by the Obama administration. But realistically,
that is not going to happen. The last two administrations – Trump and Biden – have framed
Afghanistan through the lens of counter terrorism, not the lens of power rivalry.
There could be potential for continued cooperation between US and Pakistan on concerns about
terrorism. But it is unclear how far the Biden administration can go with developing a counter
terrorism capacity in Afghanistan without having boots on the ground, since there are no
agreements with bordering countries of Afghanistan.
The US will certainly acknowledge that the current situation in Afghanistan has raised the
specter of terrorism threats in Pakistan, and even though since 2015-16 the security
environment in Pakistan has improved signicantly, there have been troubling signs over the last
year or so, with attacks on Chinese targets, and Baloch separatists stepping up their activities.
The broader concern about security risks will be shared by both countries. However, the USPakistan relationship is not at a point right now where the two could discuss broader
cooperation. The US looks at its relationship with Pakistan through a narrow lens, that being
security-related issues.
The only way to talk about US-Pakistan relations without discussing any other country is to talk
about non-security issues like trade or climate change. Even though it sounds great, but it does
not seem realistic at this stage. Having open dialogues such as this conference, is one way
forward.
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AMBASSADOR OMAR SAMAD
Senior Advisor to Chief Executive of Afghanistan Abdullah Abdullah (2014-2016);
CEO Silkroad Consulting LLC.; Senior Fellow, South & Central Asia, The Atlantic Council

FE'REEHA IDREES
Broadcast Journalist, Writer & Political Analyst (Moderator)

Question: According to the news, Dr. Abdullah Abdullah has been involved in the ongoing
conversation about the new setup and may be a very active part of it. How do you see his
role?

At a time when ex-President Ashraf Ghani unexpectedly abandoned Afghanistan, notable
Afghan political personalities like former President Hamid Karzai, Dr Abdullah Abdullah and
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, stayed in Kabul. Amidst the void and uncertainty, and anguish among
the population about how the Taliban will go about bringing order to Kabul and the country –
will it be the same or any different from the style of the 1990s Taliban – there was a need for
active political players to raise their voices, which these gentlemen did. They served as
coordinators between the Taliban and the general public, reassuring the public that as far as the
Taliban were concerned, the war is over, there will be general amnesty, and people's lives and
properties will be respected.
We are now hearing that a larger contingent of Taliban leaders has arrived in Kabul, especially
a team led by Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, who, after leaving Doha a few days ago, spent a
few days in Kandahar for consultations, and is now in Kabul. The expectation is that Mullah
Baradar and the Taliban team accompanying him will engage the Afghan politicians mentioned
above, for more substantive subjects such as the current state of governance, interim transition
and long-term political decisions about a new order – political, social and economic.
Hamid Karzai, Dr Abdullah and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar have had friendly and respectful
discussions with the Taliban as well as with members of various constituencies, communities and
their leaders. They have met with selected members of Parliament, men and women, at Dr
Abdullah's house, which has become the gathering point for these discussions. They have had
meetings with elders and leaders from the Panjshir valley, which is an indication that the Taliban
want to resolve issues that have emerged in Panjshir, in terms of the announcement made by
former Vice President Amrullah Saleh, and announcements by Ahmad Massoud. They seem to
want a dialogue or some sort of political solution, if possible; it is not clear yet what may
happen on that front.

Question: We are seeing the Taliban government portray a new image; they are open to
women studying and working in different sectors. After a very long time we are seeing the
people of Afghanistan talking about Afghanistan. But there are still challenges to
governance – they need economic aid and international acceptability. Do you think the
Taliban are capable of overcoming these challenges within this new setup, and who all
essentially need to be a part of this new inclusive set-up to ensure stability in times to
come?

The Taliban are now the central force to deal with. It is not known what discussions they had in
Kandahar prior to Mullah Baradar's arrival in Kabul. Over the past three years, there have been
several failed attempts in Doha at nding a negotiated political settlement, with most of it being
sabotaged by Ashraf Ghani, as he wanted to stay on as the decision maker. He knew that the
only way to achieve a political solution was for him to step down or transfer power to an interim
government, which he did not do, until the very last minute when he left. Now we are hearing
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through the media that he was contemplating an arrangement, which, in my view, does not
hold water and is just a way to whitewash what has happened and to justify Ashraf Ghani's
deeds. Most Afghans do not believe that, and the international community thinks that he had
many opportunities over the last two years to do what was right for Afghanistan, but he did not.
Today, we are in a wait-and-see mode, as we do not exactly know what the Taliban are thinking.
There are many messages passed on by the international community to the Taliban – the need
for a broad-based approach to overcome the economic and humanitarian challenges at their
hands, the need for international assistance to unblock their frozen funds, the need for a
functional government to provide services essential for the Afghan people, and the need to
bring back a sense of normalcy. We have to see what their response is going to be; they have
said a lot of things, giving us a taste of their views on power sharing, women and human rights,
relations with the region and the world, etc. But so far it has been quite basic. The Taliban have
a peculiar way of sharing information about their own policies, so it is not clear whether this is
because they do not yet have dened policies and are facing issues within their own structures
with constituencies within the Taliban pushing different agendas, or whether they are doing it as
a tactic and waiting to achieve certain goals rst.
One of their primary goals, for example, is international recognition, and in order to get that,
they may be saying what the world needs to hear; and may not go beyond that. But the
international community, as well as the Afghans, want to hear more, so at some point the
Taliban will have to deliver on their promises. If they want a broad-based approach, they will
soon have to be clear on what kind of structures will be needed, how power is going to be
shared, and where authority will reside for decision making.

Question: As far as you know, are the talks taking place in a cordial, conducive
environment, or are there major points of contention? For instance, there were reports that
the name “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan” was not acceptable, and many stakeholders of
the Doha talks were not part of this decision, but the Taliban still announced this name.
There have also been reports of protests against the ag. What will be the main points
where you think where these talks would stall?

It is clear now that there are different mindsets and diverse views within the Taliban. The one
thing we have learnt from the Doha negotiations, is that the Taliban use very structured
methodologies and take things one step at a time. It is still early to predict if the ag, or the
name of the country, will become issues. We do know some issues that the Taliban consider to
be very important, e.g. Shariah – this will have to be addressed, even though in the current
Afghan constitution, Shariah is somewhat incorporated. Other important issues include authority
in decision making – are they going to appoint an Amir-ul-Momineen, as they have so far, or
create a Sunni version of the Iranian structure? Are they going to adopt structures from the
current system, or introduce new ones? How will the other political players contribute – will they
be able to negotiate as equal partners? All of these are difcult questions that will have to be
addressed soon.
The ip side to this will be that they may not want to share power; they may want to go back to
the 1990s monopolistic style of power. They may want to adhere to their version of Shariah and
impose it on the Afghans as they did in the past. If they choose this course, they will isolate
themselves and the country; and invite sanctions, which will cause problems for the Taliban, the
Afghan society, the region and the world. The more exibility and accommodation they show,
the more it will benet them, the country and the region.

Question: Talking about how the US has responded to the situation, there was a speech by
President Joe Biden, in which he focused on the failure of the Afghan Government and the
Afghan forces. We also saw criticism on President Biden from former President Donald
Trump, but they both agreed on the misconduct of Ashraf Ghani. How would you respond
to that criticism?
The current American administration has two sets of challenges where Afghanistan is
concerned; the immediate challenge is the evacuation situation in Kabul, which, I hope, will be
completed within the next 2-3 weeks without any glitches. The other issue for the US is what to
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do next and how to treat Afghanistan once it is fully withdrawn, by 31st August or 11th
September. The US has given statements about their expectations from the Taliban, in terms of
the commitments the Taliban made when they signed the agreement in 2020 –
counterterrorism; women rights; human rights; being broad-based, inclusive and
accommodating of other political forces in Afghanistan; and also playing a positive role in the
region and globally. It is expected that next week the G7 will endorse a common package; they
will approach Afghanistan from a unied approach.
In the rest of the international community, including neighboring countries and other powers in
Asia, Europe and the Arab world, who have stakes in Afghanistan, we have multiple viewpoints
and different dimensions of interest in policy making, hence it becomes a bit more complex.
Each country will decide their respective stance on Afghanistan and the Taliban, and the issue of
recognition is going to be an important one. Everything depends on how the Taliban present
themselves to the Afghan people and to the international community over the next few days. I
think they are waiting for the evacuation to be completed and all foreign troops to leave
Afghanistan before making announcements about a political setup. We still have a few more
days and I am sure the Taliban will use this time to have as many consultations as possible.

Question: How do you see the future of Afghanistan in the next decade?
Afghanistan's position and future depends on the decisions made in the next few days. We have
limited scenarios ahead; there is a best-case scenario which entails the Taliban showing
exibility and openness, while still maintaining their core beliefs, which have to be respected,
just like the core beliefs of other Afghan constituents have to be respected, in terms of politics
and the role of religion and social and economic strategies that the country should adopt. Then
we have the worst-case scenario, which would be the 1990s model, with a few adjustments, but
the same mindset, world view and governance aspects. This would be detrimental to
Afghanistan and challenging for the region and the world.

Question: In terms of the developments taking place in Afghanistan, we mostly focus on
the Taliban taking over, but there is another aspect to that development, which is USA
leaving the region after 20 years. What are the implications of that part of the equation?
Other panelists have talked about the mistakes US made in the last 20 years, and where
everyone miscalculated the situation in Afghanistan. The Afghans have to do their work, the US,
Europeans and others have to do theirs; even Pakistan has a lot to re-evaluate in terms of its
policies over the years. As far as the region is concerned, we have to wait for what the Taliban
do, but regional realignment is already happening. 20 years ago, almost all countries were
united in trying to bring change in Afghanistan post 9/11. Over time, that approach weakened
and took on different forms. The longer the US military presence in Afghanistan lasted, the
more the military investment, and the more the reactions from the region. Some countries
started engaging in proxy wars again, and the Americans got caught in a quagmire, realizing
that they have become part of an Afghan civil war.
Coming to the neighboring countries: China is not the same as it was 20 years ago; it has geoeconomic priorities. It intends to connect itself to the rest of Asia, Europe and Africa; it wants to
implement important projects like CPEC and BRI. Therefore, China has an interest in seeing a
stable and peaceful Afghanistan, though it does not care much about what the political setup is
going to be. The Russians have their issues with threats of terrorism and drugs; they have been
engaged in a dialogue with the Taliban for several years. Pakistan is a very important neighbor,
with whom Afghanistan must resolve its historic issues that have created mistrust. Pakistani and
Afghan governments, over the past 20 years, have tried to resolve them, but the mistrust never
completely went away. Iran has issues with America, who will no longer be a major player. The
Taliban have tried to bring up other issues with Iran, like refugees, drugs and terrorism. So, the
Taliban have successfully engaged the Iranians, Russians and Chinese. They have also had good
relations with Pakistan; this does not mean that they see eye to eye on all issues, but there are
fewer problems with Pakistan.
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Though it is still early to predict how the situation will unfold, and this was the rst dialogue held on the developments
in Afghanistan as the US troops started withdrawing, a few recommendations came out during the conference, which
are mentioned below:
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1.

Pakistan should not rush to recognize the Taliban government singly, but rather recognize the Taliban together
with Russia, China, Iran and Central Asian countries. With respect to recognizing these new leaders, Afghanistan
must be given time to settle, and meet its conditions and challenges.

2.

Pakistan is expected by Kabul to recognize them or be amongst the rst to do so. There must be private
conversation regarding this issue, rather than broad public statements that can be misconstrued. There must not
be attempts to humiliate or dismiss any country as everyone is a stakeholder in this issue.

3.

Pakistan should have a clear roadmap. It should resist any idea of assisting the US within Afghanistan for political
intervention or kinetic support; instead, Pakistan needs to focus on Afghanistan as a neighbor.

4.

Pakistan should have contact on humanitarian level and should continue to supply food and medicines into
Afghanistan.

5.

Pakistan should not criticize or give statements aimed at humiliating the US, as it would be counter-productive.
We should refrain from using the words “failure,” “defeated,” “ran away,” etc.

6.

There should be a focus on listening to academic experts instead of failed US Generals or national security
ofcials.

7.

Pakistan must improve its efforts at “marketing” our narrative in the US, specially through non-state
representatives, who have lesser restrictions than the mission personnel.

8.

To improve the trajectory of the US-Pakistan relationship, people-to-people contact needs to increase. Contact at
think tank and academia levels is also necessary. Since US-Pakistan relationship was primarily viewed through a
paradigm of security and Pakistan has become less of priority, Pakistan must nd other avenues to build the
relationship.

9.

A joint session of Pakistani Parliament needs to be called by the Prime Minister to formalize our policy on
Afghanistan so that the policy has broad-based support, and we can re-enforce our narrative of Pakistan being a
“partner in peace and development” for Afghanistan and the region.
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