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This chapter analyses the process of reconstructing and transforming the 
security architecture of the Afghan state, known as security-sector reform 
(SSR). The steady deterioration in security in Afghanistan since 2001 has 
put SSR at the forefront of the state-building process. The 2001 Bonn 
Agreement addressed the security sector only superficially, with vague 
provisions for the extension of state authority over militias and the estab-
lishment of a Judicial Reform Commission. By 2003, however, Karzai was 
referring to the SSR process as the ‘basic pre-requisite to [sic] recreating 
the nation that today’s parents hope to leave to future generations’.1 
Despite the growing recognition of the importance of SSR, the meaning of 
the concept has gradually been obscured and distorted. SSR is not merely 
a modern euphemism for the training and equipping of security forces, 
the most common form of Western security assistance to developing states 
during the Cold War. Rather, it embraces a holistic vision of the security 
sector, one which balances the need to enhance the operational effective-
ness of the security forces with the need to ensure that they are subordinated 
to democratic civilian authority and conform to international norms of 
human rights. This model of security assistance expands the boundaries 
of the security sector by recognising the symbiotic relationship between 
the security forces and the judicial system. In line with the growing aware-
ness of the nexus between security and development in the wake of the 
Cold War, SSR seeks to advance the security of people, rather than 
regimes. 

Security-Sector Reform  

chapter five
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Although the SSR model was well developed and widely embraced in 
the international development and security communities by the time the 
Taliban fell in 2001, its influence over Afghanistan’s SSR process has been 
short lived, and over time the process has regressed into a Cold War-era 
train-and-equip programme. This has stemmed largely from the failure of 
international military forces to provide an adequate security buffer for the 
state-building project, compelling the government and donors to see the 
SSR process, particularly as it concerns the nascent Afghan security forces, 
as the principal mechanism to address immediate security threats. The 
resultant focus on improving the operational effectiveness of the security 
forces has drawn attention and resources away from judicial reform and 
initiatives to establish an effective system of democratic oversight. Many 
of the problems that confront the SSR process today can be traced back to 
the ‘slide toward expediency’ in its implementation.2

One of the principal obstacles to the effective realisation of reform has been 
the framework established to support it.3 At a Group of Eight (G8) donors’ 
conference in Geneva in April 2002, the SSR agenda was formally set with 
the establishment of the lead-nation system. The security sector was divided 
into five pillars, and a lead nation was appointed to oversee reforms in each.4 
The five pillars were: military reform (the US); police reform (Germany); 
judicial reform (Italy); the disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration 
(DDR) of former combatants (Japan); and counter-narcotics (the UK). By 
tying individual donors to specific areas of the reform agenda, the system 
was intended to ensure the balanced distribution of resources and durable 
donor engagement. However, no mechanism was established to harmonise 
the activities of the lead nations or build synergies among them, undercutting 
one of the core precepts of the SSR model, namely the need for a holistic and 
integrated approach. Some donors assumed that the Afghan government 
would take on the role of tying together donor activities, but acute shortfalls 
in capacity prevented it from doing so. Whilst the system succeeded in firmly 
affixing the lead donors to their pillars, it also made them territorial. Donors 
were often more concerned with protecting their turf than advancing SSR 
more widely. Moreover, the system did not adequately consider differences 
between donors in competencies or resources. This contributed to signifi-
cant imbalances and massive resource disparities between the pillars. As a 
result, the pace and achievements of reform have differed widely. By the 
start of 2007, it had become clear that, given the integrated nature of the 
security sector, such differentiation was damaging. Advances in deploying 
newly trained police, for instance, were being undermined by a lack of prog-
ress in the reform of the judicial system. 
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The achievements of the military-reform pillar have far outpaced the rest 
of the SSR agenda, largely because it has been extremely well resourced 
relative to the other four pillars. By the end of 2005, approximately $3.5bn 
had been spent on reforms of the defence sector, compared to only $900m 
on the police.5 Although military reform will invariably be the most 
resource-intensive component of any SSR agenda, this gap is nonetheless 
striking. The reform process has two components: the creation of the ANA 
and reform of the Defence Ministry.

The Afghan National Army (ANA)
At the Bonn II conference in December 2002, Karzai issued a decree 
formally establishing the Afghan National Army. The decree set a troop 
threshold of 70,000 and outlined the organisational structure of the army 
and of the Defence Ministry. Both the government and the international 
donor community saw the ANA as the key to restoring ‘security, the rule-
of-law and the full exercise of human rights throughout the country’.6 
The decree was the product of months of wrangling over the size of the 
ANA among the Defence Ministry, ISAF, the United States and other inter-
national actors. The US and ISAF advocated the creation of a small force 
of no more than 50,000, while a paper circulated by the Defence Ministry 
called for an army of 200,000.7 The then Defence Minister, MohammadMohammad 
Qasim Fahim, a leader of the mainly Tajik Shura-i Nezar faction of the 
Northern Alliance, sought to fill the ranks of the army with members of the 
Afghan Military Force (AMF), the assemblage of militias that had previ-
ously formed the Northern Alliance, and which had been recast to serve as 
the country’s military arm until a new army could be constituted. The final 
plan for the force favoured the wholesale recreation of the ANA, accepted 
only minimal engagement by former mujahadeen fighters – the majority 
of whom were to be demobilised and reintegrated into civilian life through 
the Japanese-led DDR process – and eschewed the notion of a reserve force 
in favour of a highly mobile and professional army.

Training of the first class of ANA recruits began on 14 May 2002, at 
the country’s former military academy on the outskirts of Kabul, renamed 
the Kabul Military Training Center (KMTC). A special Coalition Joint Task 
Force was set up, dubbed Task Force Phoenix, to oversee the training. The 
Defence Ministry stated in its October 2004 National Military Strategy that 
the end-state of the process was an ANA that would ‘strongly and seri-
ously avoid political, factional, group, ethnic and other discriminatory 
tendencies … conforming to modern standards and principles practiced 
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in coalition and democratic countries’.8 While the US maintains overall 
control of the training programme, France assumed responsibility for 
training the officer corps, and the UK for training non-commissioned offi-
cers (NCOs). By November 2006, 14 different countries had joined Task 
Force Phoenix, which consisted of 4,695 personnel (2,748 of whom were 
American). The task force operated under the umbrella of the US Office 
of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan (OMC-A),9 the body established to 
oversee the overall development of the ANA, including its force struc-
ture, chain of command, logistics, physical infrastructure and equipment 
procurement.

The training programme was originally based on a ten-week cycle, 
with two kandaks (battalions), numbering 500–600 troops, trained simul-
taneously. In an effort to accelerate the process and to compensate for a 
growing desertion rate, the US increased the number of kandaks trained 
simultaneously to five in November 2004.10 It was hoped that this adjust-
ment would allow the programme to complete all training by September 
2007. The training schedule was also increased to 12 weeks – including 
basic training, advanced individual training and collective training – to 
improve the quality of the troops produced. However, the training process 
focused disproportionately on combat troops and overlooked sustaining 
commands. Although approximately 20,000 combat troops had been trained 
by 2005, only 1,300 of the 21,000 positions in the sustaining commands 
had been filled.11 This made it very difficult for the force to operate inde-
pendently without Coalition logistical support. As one Combined Security 
Transition Command–Afghanistan (CSTC-A) official remarked in June 
2006: ‘The main goal of the process was to get the ANA into the fight’.12 
In an apparent effort to resolve, or at least circumvent, this problem, the 
OMC-A adjusted the force structure, reducing the number of personnel 
authorised for the sustaining commands to 14,000 in May 2005. According 
to Eikenberry, the issue was not that the sustaining commands were 
being overlooked, but that their training and development took longer.13 
The revised US plan envisioned four sustaining commands – Recruiting, 
Education and Training, Acquisitions and Logistics and Communications 
and Intelligence – being fully operational by the end of 2007.14 The problems 
encountered in staffing the sustaining commands, coupled with growing 
awareness that the government was incapable of meeting the recurrent 
budgetary expenditures of the rapidly expanding force, prompted the US 
to slow down the training process in early 2006, reducing the number of 
kandaks trained concurrently to three or four.15 As of April 2007 there were 
8,700 recruits undergoing basic training at the KMTC.16
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Under the Afghanistan Compact, the successor to the Bonn Agreement 
signed at a conference in London in January–February 2006, a new dead-
line was set for the ANA development process. The Compact asserts 
that, by the end of 2010, ‘a nationally respected, professional, ethnically 
balanced Afghan National Army will be fully established that is democrat-
ically accountable, organized, trained and equipped to meet the security 
needs of the country and increasingly funded from Government revenue, 
commensurate with the nation’s economic capacity’.17 However, like many 
other plans and timelines set for the ANA since its formation in 2002, this 
was quickly superseded. In November 2006, Defence Minister Rahim 
Wardak asserted during a trip to the United States that the new goal was 
to complete the training of all 70,000 ANA troops by October 2008.18 The 
revised plan was contingent on an increase in US funding. In January 2007 
Bush announced that the administration would ask Congress for $10.6bn 
in supplemental aid for Afghanistan, $8.6bn of which would be allocated 
to the security forces.19

The issue of the ANA’s size, hotly debated in 2002, was reopened in 
early 2006, when then US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld reportedly 
informed the Afghan government that the ceiling for the force would be 
reduced to 45,000 soldiers, a decision made unilaterally without Afghan 
consultation.20 The US was responding to a World Bank report released 
in late 2005 which outlined acute problems in the fiscal sustainability of 
the security sector. According to the report, in the 2004/05 financial year 
the ANA had cost the equivalent of 293% of domestic revenue and 13% 
of GDP.21 With the government assuming responsibility for paying ANA 
salaries in 2006, and with recurrent costs steadily increasing, the fiscal 
burden of a 70,000-troop force was deemed too great.22 US officials accom-
panied the decision with assurances that Afghanistan would come under 
the security umbrella of the US, safeguarding it from external threats. 
Nonetheless, many actors in the Afghan government, particularly in the 
Defence Ministry, revived calls for an expansion of the force. In July 2006, 
Wardak claimed that the government could not secure the country with 
an army smaller than 150,000 troops.23 Wardak made his case for a larger 
ANA on the basis of cost efficiency. According to his calculations, the cost 
of deploying one Coalition soldier could fund 50–100 Afghan troops.24 
Other members of the government have called for the re-introduction of a 
conscript army – the norm prior to the civil war, and a less costly system 
that could generate the necessary increases in manpower.25 However, 
moving from a volunteer, professional army to a conscript force would be 
a dramatic change in course, and is unlikely to be endorsed by the US. In 
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any case, the threats posed by the insurgency demand highly specialised 
and agile forces, not massive troop formations. The deadlock was appar-
ently resolved with Bush’s request for increased funding for the security 
forces in early 2007. Nonetheless, the episode demonstrated continuing 
tensions within the military-reform process, and its tenuous ownership by 
the government.

ANA units have reportedly performed well in the field, with up to 12 
kandaks operationally deployed across the country in the spring of 2005.26 
They operated in conjunction with NATO and Coalition forces in every 
major military operation of 2006, including Mountain Lion, Mountain Thrust 
and Medusa.27 In August 2006, the ANA conducted its first battalion-sized 
combat operation, which combined logistics, mortars, scouts and infan-
try from several different companies.28 Although closely monitored and 
supported by Coalition Embedded Training Teams (ETTs), the mission 
was nonetheless viewed as a milestone in the development of the ANA, 
which has found it difficult to end its dependence on international military 
forces.

The ETTs, which comprised over 800 mentors in June 2006, have been 
instrumental in the development of the ANA. They operate at corps, 
brigade, battalion and company levels, ranging in size from eight to 16 
personnel.29 In addition, as NATO has expanded its military presence 
across the country, it has gradually assumed a more prominent role in the 
development of the Afghan security forces, and has begun to deploy its 
own units, dubbed Operational Mentoring and Liaison Teams (OMLTs).30 
The OMLTs typically consist of 12–19 personnel, and deploy for six-month 
periods.31 The role of the ETTs and OMLTs is multifaceted and extends 
beyond the provision of training to soldiers, officers and NCOs, to include 
assisting in the development of basic systems, such as personnel and logis-
tics, and accompanying units into combat.32

Given the high rates of illiteracy in Afghanistan and the paucity of 
professional military experience, developing leadership has been one of the 
principal problems in setting up the ANA. To address this, the CSTC-A has 
overseen the establishment of a National Military Academy of Afghanistan 
(NMAA) and a Command and General Staff College. On 22 March 2005, 
the NMAA began training its first class of 109 cadets. Modelled on the 
US military academy at West Point, the NMAA is a four-year, degree- 
granting institution.33 While the Afghan government experienced difficul-
ties in recruiting qualified candidates for the first class of the NMAA, this 
has not posed a problem since. Over 1,400 applicants, the bulk of whom 
met the basic educational criteria for entry, applied for the 350 places  
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available for the third class of the academy, which will graduate in 2011.34 
The Command and General Staff College, modelled after the US Army 
and NATO equivalent, opened its doors to its first class of army and police 
officers on 28 October 2006.35 It prepares officers to take on command 
assignments from the battalion level upwards.36 The US has also prioritised 
building up the NCO corps, seen as the backbone of modern volunteer 
armies. In addition to the specialised NCO training provided at the KMTC, 
Mobile Training Teams (MTTs) offer targeted training.37 As of June 2006, 
four MTTs were in operation, each comprising three trainers.38 

By April 2007, approximately 35,000 ANA troops had been trained 
and deployed, taking the force halfway to its goal of 70,000 person-
nel.39 However, these impressive figures, and the modest battlefield 
achievements of the ANA, should not distract attention away from the 
significant problems the force continues to face. Paramount among these 
is the issue of troop retention. In mid 2003, the attrition rate for the army 
reached a high of 10% per month.40 A number of factors explain why 
Afghans were leaving the force in such high numbers. Firstly, pay was 
incommensurate with the cost of living. The initial salary for a rank-and-
file ANA soldier was $50 per month; this was raised to $70 in 2004, and 
to $100 in late 2006.41 Although the current salary is double the average 
wage for an Afghan civil servant, it is below the $150 which US planners 
determined in 2003 would be needed to keep soldiers in the ranks.42 In 
the light of the Afghan government’s limited revenue-generating capac-
ity, it is unlikely that salaries will be raised further in the foreseeable 
future. Compounding the problem of salaries is the lack of an effective 
mechanism for soldiers on deployment to deliver their salaries to their 
families; soldiers regularly take unauthorised leave from their units to do 
this. While the US has instituted a number of stop-gap measures to deal 
with the problem in the short term, such as providing leave to soldiers 
immediately after the delivery of salary payments, a permanent solution 
has not been found. The US military has spent two years developing a 
computerised salary-payment system, but this has yet to become fully 
operational.43 

Secondly, there was palpable discontent early on in the process with 
living conditions, food and the lack of adequate mosques on military 
bases. The US has since addressed these issues through intensive proj-
ects to build and refurbish military facilities. In September 2004, the US 
Defense Security Cooperation Agency awarded a $1bn contract to the 
Army Corps of Engineers to build vital ANA infrastructure, including a 
central command in Kabul and four regional commands. 
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Thirdly, the lack of ethnic balance in the force in the year after it was 
created encouraged desertions. The ANA included a disproportionately 
large number of Tajiks, and a small number of Pashtuns. According to some 
estimates, the army was up to 40% Tajik in 2002, more than double the Tajik 
share of the wider population, while 37% was Pashtun, well below their 
share nationally. The remaining ethnic groups – the Hazara, Uzbeks and 
Turkomen – fared even worse. This ethnic imbalance can largely be attrib-
uted to Tajik dominance of the Defence Ministry, where Fahim used his 
position to pack the ranks with Shura-i Nezar loyalists. For instance, of the 
38 generals Fahim appointed to the reconstituted General Staff in February 
2002, 37 were Tajiks.44 Ninety of the first 100 generals appointed by Fahim 
were affiliated with Shura-i Nezar.45 This ethnic imbalance aroused fears 
among the Pashtun and northern minority communities that the army was 
merely an extension of the Shura-i Nezar faction, making recruitment from 
these groups difficult and preventing the formation of a national ethos or 
esprit de corps in the military. To address this problem the US instituted 
an ethnic-quota system in 2003. As the most recent census in Afghanistan 
was undertaken in 1979, the baseline figures were taken from the CIA 
Factbook.46 By 2006, the ethnic composition of the army had been brought 
within the designated tolerance levels.47 By 2006, the Coalition tended to 
see the problem of ethnic balance as resolved, but minority groups, notably 
the Hazara, continued to complain about under-representation.48

Finally, the intensity of counter-insurgency operations in the south, 
coupled with displeasure over long deployments away from home regions 
and families, provided a major incentive for soldiers to desert. In 2003 and 
2004, desertions spiked following engagements with the resurgent Taliban 
in the south.

Steps taken to counter desertions succeeded in lowering the attrition 
rate to 1–2% per month by late 2006 – still a worrying figure, but one within 
the expectations of US planners. At the same time, however, the number 
of soldiers going absent without leave (AWOL) reached alarming levels. 
According to a representative of the US private security company Military 
Professional Resources Incorporated (MPRI), 40% of a typical battalion 
is AWOL at any one time.49 A Personnel Asset Inventory conducted by 
the Coalition at the Herat Regional Corps of the ANA in 2006 was able 
to account for only 4,000 of the corps’ 10,000 personnel.50 Meanwhile, 
the US estimates that as many as 20% of ANA troops are likely not to re-
enlist once their standard three-year service contract has expired.51 Some 
sources in the Western donor community claim that the problem is much 
more severe even than this, asserting that the re-enlistment rate is as low 
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as 20–35%.52 Colonel Abdul Raziq, a brigade commander in southern 
Afghanistan, stated in November 2006 that ‘for every 1,000 recruits who 
graduate from basic training, at least 500 will leave after three years to find 
other work – either in Afghanistan or Pakistan or Iran’.53 Raziq, like many 
others, attributes the widespread failure to re-enlist to the inadequacy 
of the monthly salary, an issue that the increase to $100 per month was 
intended to resolve. 

Against this, recruiting numbers have been robust. Difficulties attract-
ing qualified recruits early in the process were addressed through the 
establishment of the ANA Recruiting Command (ANAREC) and 35 
National Army Volunteer Centers, one in each province. Staffed by 176 
trained recruitment officers, the centres surpassed their target of 10,450 
recruits in 2006, and were expected to meet their target of 14,000 in 2007.54 
The ANAREC applies a set of enlistment criteria intended to ensure the 
highest standard of recruits entering the force, and to reduce factional infil-
tration. The upper age limit of 28 set for recruits disqualifies the majority 
of jihadi fighters and factional militiamen. Additional vetting procedures 
include provisions that all candidates meet certain physical standards, 
have no criminal background and are not affiliated to any armed groups.55 
The latter two conditions, the lynchpin of the vetting system, depend on 
reliable information such as criminal records. The lack of such informa-
tion, coupled with intense pressure to accelerate recruitment to meet force 
targets, means that the ANA has been infiltrated by factional militias and 
even Taliban sympathisers.56 In an effort to address this problem, which is 
present in the police as well as the ANA, the government and the Coalition 
have introduced a ‘vouching system’, whereby an individual wishing 
to join the military must be vouched for by a tribal or village elder, who 
attests to their integrity and commitment to the government.57 Recruits are 
then required to sign an oath of loyalty to the government. While Major-
General Robert Durbin, the commander of the CSTC-A in the summer of 
2006, has described this as ‘one of the key aspects of ensuring the quality 
and integrity of the members of the police force and the army’, the system 
is vulnerable to manipulation, most obviously in cases where community 
leaders themselves sympathise with the Taliban or other spoiler groups.58

In addition to issues of personnel strength and quality, shortfalls in 
equipment have seriously degraded the ANA’s operational capacity. One 
of the Defence Ministry’s biggest complaints concerns weapons. First 
Deputy Minister Yusuf Nuristani affirmed in 2006 that ‘every soldier has a 
weapon, but some don’t work after five shots’.59 ANA weapons have come 
from three sources: donated equipment, primarily from former Eastern bloc 
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countries; weapons collected under the auspices of the DDR programme; 
and transfers from the US. The initial US strategy was to rely heavily on 
donations from former Eastern bloc countries, on the basis that Afghans 
were most familiar with Soviet weapons, notably the Kalashnikov assault 
rifle. However, a large proportion of the equipment donated by foreign 
states was ‘worn out, defective, or incompatible with existing equipment’.60 
Meanwhile, weapons transfers from the DDR programme were well below 
expectations, and much of what was transferred was barely serviceable. 
In response to these problems, and growing Afghan exhortations for 
US-made weaponry, notably M-16 rifles, the US changed its equipment 
strategy. In 2006, it announced the donation of $2bn worth of US-made 
military equipment to the ANA, reportedly including 2,500 ‘Humvees’, 
tens of thousands of M-16s and 20,000 sets of bullet-proof helmets and 
flak jackets.61 More equipment is expected to be purchased from the $8.6bn 
allocated for the security forces under Bush’s 2007 supplemental budget 
request. These funds are likely to be spent on communications and airlift. 
Some ANA commanders are forced to use mobile phones in the absence 
of a secure communications system, and the ANA continues to rely on 
Coalition aircraft to transport its troops around the country.62

Reform of the Defence Ministry
Reforms of the Defence Ministry were under-resourced and largely over-
looked until the latter half of 2004. Following his victory in the October 
2004 presidential elections, Karzai replaced Defence Minister Fahim with 
Wardak, a Western-oriented professional soldier. Fahim had been one of 
the principal obstacles to reform during his tenure as defence minister, and 
US investment was minimal when set against the problems the Defence 
Ministry faced. Some reforms were implemented, largely consisting of 
mentoring senior ministry officials and establishing some core systems, 
tasks that were contracted to MPRI. At an early stage in the process, 
however, it became clear that reform efforts would be fruitless without a 
change in leadership and the ‘defactionalisation’ of the ministry.

Japanese pressure elicited the first major personnel reforms. The 
Japanese government made its funds for the Afghan New Beginnings 
Programme (ANBP), the DDR initiative, conditional on the implement-
ation of personnel changes in the Defence Ministry to instil in it greater 
professionalism and ethnic balance. Twenty-two new appointments were 
made in September 2003, affecting all the senior positions in the ministry, 
including five deputy ministers. The following December, 104 new mid-
level appointments were made, followed by another 330 in April–May 
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2004.63 The erosion of Fahim’s power under the weight of international 
and intra-governmental pressure paved the way for his removal from the 
cabinet in October 2004.

In many respects, Wardak’s appointment can be considered the begin-
ning of the US-led reform process within the Defence Ministry. The existing 
MPRI programme was significantly expanded and accelerated. By June 
2006, 23 MPRI mentors were advising senior officials. All told, 50 MPRI 
staff were working in the ministry, overseeing the creation of 22 major 
systems, ranging from strategic planning to personnel management.64 
Most of these systems, which are based on US and NATO models, had to 
be set up from scratch.65 Although MPRI advisers are directing all aspects 
of the reform process, from writing policy to setting administrative struc-
tures, they liaise closely with their Afghan counterparts through working 
groups established around key issue areas.66 MPRI also provides capacity 
development in the form of training courses for new and existing staff, 
lasting for two to four days.67 While training is vital to build capacity in the 
ministry, much of what has been provided has focused on high-level policy 
issues; according to one international adviser, officials ‘still don’t know the 
nuts and bolts’ of ministry business, such as how to run a meeting.68 While 
reforms between 2004 and 2006 certainly improved the professionalism 
and efficiency of a ministry that, under Fahim, was one of the most corrupt 
and factionalised in the government, one Western adviser warned in late 
2005 that ‘the pace of reform and the desire to deliver is faster than the 
Afghan Ministry of Defence, and for that matter any Western military, can 
handle’.69 Although the Defence Ministry demonstrated increased inde-
pendence and assertiveness during 2006, it remains heavily dependent on 
the Coalition to set policy and manage and support the fledgling ANA. 

P�lic� ��f��m
At 8am on 29 May 2006, a large cargo truck at the head of a US military 
convoy experienced a ‘mechanical failure’ that caused it to smash into 12 
cars stopped in rush-hour traffic near Kabul.70 The incident, in which five 
civilians were killed, prompted rioting across Kabul, resulting in at least 
17 more deaths; 190 people were injured, and the damage ran into millions 
of dollars.71 Hundreds of men and boys, many brandishing assault rifles, 
attacked the offices of international organisations, guesthouses, restau-
rants and government buildings. The police failed to stop the rioters from 
reaching the administrative centre of Kabul. Many fled checkpoints as the 
mobs approached, and some officers took off their uniforms and joined the 
rioters. According to Paul Barker, the country director of the international 
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humanitarian NGO CARE International, the police were involved in the 
looting and torching of CARE’s Kabul office.72 A representative of another 
international NGO ransacked during the riots claimed that the police 
demanded payments to protect their premises.73 When police officers 
did stand their ground, they proved inadequately trained and equipped 
to confront the situation. Most had received no training in crowd control 
and lacked non-lethal equipment like riot gear, water hoses and tear gas.74 
Instead, they used guns to disperse the crowds, in many cases inflaming 
the situation.

The rioting highlighted the ineptitude of the police and the failure 
of four years of police reform, which from its outset has been under-
resourced, poorly planned and plagued by problems of coordination and 
capacity deficits. Since 2002, the Afghan National Police (ANP) has been 
a source of insecurity for communities across the country, rather than a 
solution to it. A significant proportion of Afghans view the police with 
fear and resentment. When they interact with the police, it is often to pay 
bribes or illegal taxes. Corruption, much of it linked to the drug trade, 
is endemic.75 The amount of money earned through corruption ranges 
from $200 per month for a patrolman to $30,000 per month for a police 
general.76 Police officers perpetrate crimes ranging from kidnapping for 
ransom to bank robberies, fuelling a rising countrywide crime rate.77 The 
offences most commonly reported as being committed by police in 2004 
were failure to prosecute murder cases and torture.78 In November 2004, 
an AIHRC spokesperson claimed that 15% of all human-rights violations 
reported over the previous six months had been carried out by the police. 
In addition, a majority of the police are loyal to regional commanders 
rather than the Interior Ministry, a by-product of the heavy factionalisation 
of the force.

The police-reform process was formally launched in March 2002, with 
the signature of an agreement between the Afghan Interior Ministry and 
its German counterpart. The German Police Project Office (GPPO) opened 
on 3 April 2002. The GPPO, whose staff has ranged from 25 to 39, is tasked 
with training the police, supporting the re-establishment of a police 
academy, implementing bilateral police funding assistance and coordinat-
ing international support for the reform process.79 

Germany has adopted a distinctly different approach to police reform 
than that pursued by the United States in developing the ANA. Whereas 
the ANA was a new entity constructed from the ground up, the Germans 
sought to transform existing police structures and personnel. This approach 
was dictated primarily by resource constraints, as the German government 
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was not prepared to allocate the funds that would have been needed to 
recreate the force from scratch. Moreover, disbanding the police was not 
seen as a viable option due to the security vacuum this would create, and 
the resentment it would arouse among existing officers.

At the outset of the process, the Afghan government endorsed a force 
ceiling for a police force of 62,000, based on calculations by German and 
Afghan planners.80 According to one former senior Interior Ministry offi-
cial, this figure was roughly derived from the ratio of police to citizens 
applied in Germany (1:500). However, this formula was not applicable in a 
country facing a legacy of war, with rugged topography and low popula-
tion density.81 In 2007 the force target was increased to 82,000, including 
18,500 border police, in response to rising insecurity. However, even at this 
new force ceiling Afghanistan will have the smallest per capita police force 
in the region. A suitable comparison is Iraq, whose population of 27m is 
comparable to that of Afghanistan. Its police force stood at 152,000 in May 
2006, with plans to expand it to 190,000.82

Between 2002 and 2006, the GPPO administered $80m in German assis-
tance.83 The flagship initiative was the rehabilitation of the National Police 
Academy, which offers training for commissioned officers, known as Saran, 
and non-commissioned personnel, referred to as Satanman, through three-
year and one-year courses respectively. Although the GPPO developed the 
curriculum for the academy, a Norwegian Police Project has designed and 
implemented specialised training modules in human rights, management 
and gender issues.84 By the beginning of 2006, 3,302 individuals had grad-
uated from the academy, comprising 251 Saran, 2,299 Satanman and 752 
border police.85 While the German programme effectively established a 
system to reconstitute the middle and higher ranks of the police, it largely 
overlooked the ordinary ranks, the patrolmen or Satunkai, who repre-
sented the main interface with the population. The bulk of the police in 
the country were former militiamen who lacked any semblance of formal 
training, and whose ‘militiamen’s mentality’ was not conducive to effective 
community policing.86 

The slow progress of police reforms had a cascading effect throughout 
the entire security sector, prompting the US to enter the process in early 
2003. In 2003 and 2004, US support focused on establishing a constabulary 
training system for Afghanistan’s ordinary police. The US-based company 
DynCorp International was contracted to construct a Central Training 
Center (CTC) in Kabul and seven Regional Training Centers (RTCs), in 
Kandahar, Gardez, Jalalabad, Bamiyan, Kunduz, Mazar-i Sharif and Herat, 
and to implement a training curriculum developed by the US Department 
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of Justice’s International Investigative Training Assistance Program.87 The 
US programme greatly accelerated the pace of training; by the end of 2004, 
over 32,000 police officers had been trained, and by July 2007 that number 
had swelled to 71,147.88 However, the quality of the training is questionable. 
The programme offers three core courses: a five-week course for illiterate 
officers; a nine-week course for literate officers; and a 15-day Transition 
Integration Program (TIP), which provides training for ‘veteran police’.89 
Considering that more than 70% of ANP recruits are illiterate, only a small 
proportion of officers graduate from the nine-week programme, which 
comes closest to meeting basic standards of Western police education. 
According to US Department of Justice statistics, as of June 2006 only 10% 
of graduates had completed the nine-week programme. More than 40% 
had only completed the 15-day TIP programme. The US, Germany and 
Afghanistan have long talked about phasing out the programme for illit-
erate recruits, as so many basic police tasks depend on literacy. As a pilot 
project at the CTC, the US has launched a third basic course, which adds 
four weeks of literacy training to the existing nine-week course for literate 
officers; however, this has proven to be insufficient to bring recruits up to 
a basic level of literacy. 

In June 2006, the Combined Security Transition Command Afghanistan 
(CSTC-A), which assumed overall responsibility for the provision of 
support to the police from the US Embassy’s International Narcotics and 
Law Enforcement (INL) office in April 2005, reported that only 30,395 
police officers met basic readiness criteria (the three criteria used were 
training received, unit staffing levels and equipment status).90 In fact, on a 
four-point capability scale developed by the CSTC-A to measure the ANP’s 
progress, the force was assessed at the lowest possible level, Capabilities 
Milestone 4. The goal is for the force to reach Capabilities Milestone 1, 
entailing a ‘fully capable’ and ‘self-sustaining’ force, by 2010.91 Problems 
with force retention have cast serious doubt on whether this is achievable. 
Although there are no precise figures for the ANP’s attrition rate, it is esti-
mated at 15–30%.92 This excessive figure can be attributed to a number of 
factors, including high casualty rates;93 dissatisfaction over rates of pay; 
corruption; and family pressures.94 As of July 2007, only 40% of the ANP 
were assessed to be adequately equipped.95 The bulk of ANP equipment, 
notably small arms, have come from donations.96 For instance, the Interior 
Ministry has received donations of weapons from Austria and Hungary, 
and vehicles from Russia, Germany and Japan. The wide range of coun-
tries making donations means that most of the equipment is non-standard, 
increasing maintenance and repair costs.97
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A number of factors account for the poor readiness and performance 
of the police. Firstly, the ANP has found it difficult to find suitable 
recruits. Until 2006, ANP recruitment was ad hoc. Although the Training 
Department at the Interior Ministry is mandated to develop and oversee 
the application of general recruiting criteria and standards, in practice the 
National Police Academy, the CTC and the RTCs each apply their own 
criteria. Only the academy systematically screens entrants on the basis of 
the Interior Ministry’s basic criteria of age, height, health and literacy.98 The 
CTC and RTCs tend to test only for literacy in order to stream students into 
the appropriate training course. In 2006, steps were taken to strengthen 
the recruitment system. A recruiting headquarters was opened in July 
2006, staffed by 85 newly trained recruiters. The ANP recruiters have been 
teamed with their ANA counterparts, who serve in a mentoring capacity. 
The plan is to assign one ANP recruiter to each province, with 3–5-strong 
recruitment teams based at each RTC.99 Despite improvements to the 
recruiting system, vetting continues to pose a problem. Like the ANA, the 
ANP relies on a vouching system in which two individuals – who must 
be police officers, government officials or community leaders – endorse 
the candidacy of the individual for entry into the police. Voucher forms 
are subsequently reviewed by the Interior Ministry. However, many RTCs 
apply their own vetting procedures, and the high level of corruption at the 
ministry has meant that vetting procedures are routinely compromised. 
Moreover, without a reliable criminal-record database, it is impossible to 
prevent former criminals from entering the force.100 

Related to the issue of vetting and recruitment is the endemic problem 
of factionalisation and ethnicity in the police. After the fall of the Taliban 
in 2001, the police became a dumping ground for AMF militiamen.101 To 
circumvent the DDR process and protect their patronage networks, AMF 
commanders with positions in the police or civilian administration moved 
their militiamen into police units under their authority.102 This trend was 
particularly apparent in the highway police, which was subsequently 
disbanded in 2006.103 As one senior police official stated in June 2006: ‘the 
ANP is not really a national police; police are loyal to local commanders’.104 
According to this official, he trusted fewer than 30 of the approximately 
1,500 police stationed in Helmand.105

The lack of comprehensive in-service training or mentoring has 
compounded these problems. Police mentors were not deployed in 
Afghanistan until 2005, and even by the beginning of 2007 the number in the 
country was insufficient. By early 2007, the US had deployed approximately 
500 mentors in the country, the bulk under contract through DynCorp.106 
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However, the restive south has been prioritised at the expense of the north-
ern provinces.107 Considering that over 800 mentors have been deployed to 
support the ANA, a significant increase in ANP mentors will be required 
to ensure appropriate geographical coverage. In February 2007, the 
European Union (EU) announced that it would deploy 160 police advisers, 
mentors and trainers, a move long urged by both Germany and the United 
States.108 By June 2007, the European Policing Mission to Afghanistan 
(EUPOL) was operational and had brought the bulk of the non-US polic-
ing personnel in Afghanistan under its umbrella, including non-European 
actors. Aside from quantity, concerns have been raised about the quality of 
the trainers and mentors contracted by DynCorp. Then Interior Minister 
Jalali rejected 100 of the 150 trainers proposed by DynCorp for the police 
training programme in 2004.109 According to a representative of the GPPO, 
some of the US mentors hired by DynCorp did not even have formal police 
training; some were private security guards or prison officers.110

Endemic corruption poses a further challenge to the reform process. 
The main driver of corruption in the police is the lucrative drug trade. Up 
to 80% of the police force are allegedly involved.111 It has become conven-
tional wisdom that one of the main causes of corruption is insufficient 
salaries. Until late 2005, the basic salary for an ANP patrolman was $30 per 
month, well below the average for the civil service.112 In November 2005, 
the government approved a tashkil113 for the ANP that increased the salary 
for an ANP patrolman to $70 per month, on a par with an ANA soldier. 
This salary increase came into effect in July 2006, but, while it may help to 
mitigate petty corruption, such as the levying of illegal road tolls, it will 
not be enough to compensate for the massive profits that can be accrued 
from involvement in the narcotics trade. Police chief positions in major 
drug-producing areas or in trafficking corridors are sold for anywhere 
between $20,000 and $100,000.114 The lack of a computerised banking and 
salary-payment system early in the reform process meant that wages were 
often not effectively delivered to officers in the field. As late as June 2006, 
there were reports that some police officers had not received salaries for 
up to three months.115 However, significant progress has been made to 
establish systems to more efficiently deliver salaries. Under the auspices 
of the CSTC-A, an Individual Payment System (IPS), in which Ministry of 
Finance personnel travel to the provinces to verify payroll lists and pay 
police, and an Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT) system, which transfers 
funds to individual bank accounts, were well advanced in their develop-
ment by the end of 2006. The IPS was in operation in all but three provinces 
(Daikundi, Nimroz and Nuristan), while the EFT was being piloted in 



Th� ����ch f�� ��c��it� i� P���t-T�lib�� Afgh��i��t��  |  67

Kabul and had resulted in the establishment of over 14,000 bank accounts 
for police officers. The goal is for all salary payments to be made through 
the EFT, but the lack of a countrywide banking system will probably delay 
this for several years.116 

The principal source of funds to pay police salaries has been the Law 
and Order Trust Fund for Afghanistan (LOTFA), which was established 
under the auspices of UNDP in May 2002 to finance priority police activi-
ties, notably remuneration (salaries, allowances and other benefits). The 
fund was also designed to support the procurement of non-lethal equip-
ment, the rehabilitation of police facilities and the strengthening of 
law-enforcement capacity across the country. The history of the LOTFA 
demonstrates one of the principal long-term problems facing the entire 
security sector, including the police: fiscal sustainability. LOTFA was 
created precisely because the government lacked the resources to finance a 
reformed ANP. Between 2002 and 2006, over $330m was channelled 
through the fund, the vast majority allocated to salaries. Currently in its 
fourth phase (April 2006–March 2008), the fund has found it very difficult 
to attract financing from donors.117 While numerous donors, including 
Finland, Ireland, the UK and the Netherlands, contribute to the fund, it is 
dependent on donations from the European Community (EC) and the 
United States, which accounted for over 75% of all contributed funds by 
late 2006.118 With the implementation of the new pay structure, the World 
Bank has estimated that salary costs for the police could increase to $177m 
a year, accounting for roughly a third of domestic revenue according to 
FY2005/06 figures.119 Even an above-expected increase in state revenue 
over the coming decade will not offset this increase, meaning that inter-
national donors will have to support the Interior Ministry for the foreseeable 
future. 

It is clear that intensive donor engagement in the police-reform process 
will be needed for up to a decade. If this engagement is to succeed, however, 
coordination among donors will have to improve. The reform process has 
never been conducted according to a clear strategic plan. Although the 
GPPO developed a reform strategy in 2003, this was not widely dissemi-
nated.120 Until 2006, DynCorp refused to show its curriculum for the RTCs 
and CTC to the GPPO.121 This typifies the tensions that have hindered 
cooperation between the two main donors to the police-reform process. 
These tensions have stemmed from two sources. The first is the differing 
policing and legal traditions of Germany and the United States, which 
have fostered different approaches to reform. The GPPO’s approach is a 
product of the centralised German police tradition and the country’s civil-
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code legal system. The US, by contrast, has a decentralised policing system 
and a legal code rooted in common law. Accordingly, the GPPO has advo-
cated highly centralised police structures, while the US programme has 
emphasised community-policing models.122 The second source of tension 
has been the G8 lead-nation system. US funding to the police between 
2002 and 2006 was $2.1bn. In May 2007, the US government committed an 
additional $2.5bn to be spent by September 2008.123 By contrast, Germany 
contributed a total of $80m from 2002 to 2006. The massive disparity in 
spending between the two donors, incommensurate with Germany’s lead-
nation status, contributed to tensions between them. These were allayed 
somewhat following the 2006 London conference, which marked the end 
of the lead-nation system by formally passing lead responsibility to the 
Afghan government. Although Germany would maintain ‘key partner’ 
status, it would relinquish this to the EUPOL mission upon its inaugura-
tion in June 2007.124

Coordination between the German and US police missions improved 
markedly in late 2006 and early 2007. This improvement followed a 
meeting of police advisers in Dubai in April 2006, during which both 
missions resolved to work more closely together.125 In the months follow-
ing the meeting the CSTC-A accepted two advisers from the German police 
project. The pair serve as deputies to the heads of the two branches of the 
US policing mission, Task Force Police and the Police Reform Directorate 
(PRD). Task Force Police is mandated to oversee the training, mentoring 
and organisation of ANP units in the field, while the PRD is responsible 
for mentoring and training senior ANP staff, and implementing reforms at 
the central level.126 Another important development indicative of a more 
cooperative approach between the two donors was the initiation of steps 
to coordinate the lesson plans of the National Police Academy and the US-
sponsored training centres.127

A significant initiative to improve coordination and build synergies 
among all the stakeholders in the police-reform process took place in 
October 2006 with the introduction of the International Police Coordination 
Board (IPCB) at a second meeting of police advisors in Dubai.128 The body, 
which features a standing secretariat, is intended to serve as the chief coor-
dination forum at the strategic and operational levels. The first meeting 
of the IPCB, whose members include the Ministry of Interior, Germany, 
EUPOL, CSTC-A, ISAF, the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 
(UNAMA), Norway, Canada, the UK and PRT and military liaison offi-
cers, took place in March 2007. Although the IPCB could play a vital role in 
bringing greater coordination and strategic direction to the reform process, 
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its impact has been limited. Debates continue on whether it is a decision-
making body or simply a forum for information sharing and dialogue.129

Perhaps the most important step in transforming the ANP came in 
2006, with the launch of the Pay and Rank Reform process. The process is 
designed to implement the force structure embodied in the tashkil endorsed 
by the government in November 2005. Prior to the launch of the rank-
reform component, the Interior Ministry and the police were extremely 
top-heavy, with field-grade and general officers outnumbering sergeants 
by three to two.130 Rationalising the rank structure was intended to clarify 
and streamline the chain of command, ensuring that only qualified offi-
cials occupy the senior positions in the force. Implementing the tashkil will 
balance the system, reducing, for instance, the number of colonels from 
2,447 to 235, while increasing the number of patrolmen from 36,600 to 
45,880.131 The process was intended to purge the police of unqualified and 
corrupt officials. It is a phased process, beginning with the most senior 
posts and working down to the rank of lieutenant. 

The first stage, formally completed in early 2006, involved the appoint-
ment of 31 senior generals (two or three stars). The appointees were chosen 
via a three-stage selection process. After submitting an application, candi-
dates were subjected to a file-review process, during which their education, 
professional experience, personal history and character were assessed. 
The next stage featured a written examination to assess the ‘candidate’s 
knowledge of the law and legal procedures, analytical abilities, manage-
ment style and ethics’.132 In the final stage, candidates were interviewed 
by a selection board consisting of the interior minister, two other senior 
members of the ministry and a representative from the German and US 
police missions. Each candidate who successfully completed the three 
stages was assigned a score, which was used to allocate a ranking. The 
ranked list was subsequently reviewed by the interior minister, and passed 
to the president for approval.

While the first phase of the process was seen as an unqualified success, 
the results of the second, focusing on one-star brigadier-generals, was 
mired in controversy. Among the positions affected were all 34 provincial 
police-chief posts. The controversy began with Karzai’s decision to adjust 
the ranked list of 86 candidates submitted for final approval. Of the 50 
amendments Karzai made to the list, the most noteworthy were his addi-
tion of 14 candidates who had not passed through the selection process.133 
Many, including the newly appointed police chief of Kabul, Amanullah 
Guzar, had dubious human-rights records. Karzai justified the additions 
on the basis of the need to ensure ethnic balance, as the original list featured 
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only one Uzbek and very few Hazaras.134 This did not mollify the GPPO, 
which argued that the manipulation of the list had tainted the process. 
Although the US also protested against the decision, it took a more prag-
matic approach, arguing that results were more important than process and 
that 72 of the appointments were major improvements over their prede-
cessors.135 In response to the protestations of the international community, 
Karzai appointed a probation board to monitor the performance of the 
14 disputed candidates and ‘ensure that any confirmed appointments are 
made on the basis of merit, professionalism and integrity of the prospec-
tive officials’.136 The board consisted of six senior police generals, with 
Germany, the US, the EU and UNAMA attending as observers.137 In January 
2007, the probation board announced that it had rejected 11 of the 14 
appointments under review.138 In September 2006, Karzai signed a decree 
setting up a body intended to mitigate such problems in the future. The 
Special Consultative Board for Senior Level Appointments is mandated to 
approve senior-level appointments, including provincial police chiefs, in 
a transparent and accountable fashion. However, few appointments had 
been taken to the body for approval by mid 2007, and the government had 
not demonstrated much interest or faith in the board.139

The third and fourth phases of the process, which had yet to be 
completed in mid 2007, could be considered the most important as they 
will overhaul the intermediate ranks of the force. Phase 3, initially sched-
uled for completion in early 2007, will address colonels and majors, filling 
1,000 positions from a pool of 8,000 eligible applicants, while phase 4 will 
affect captains and lieutenants, appointing 5,000 company-grade offi-
cers from a field of over 10,000.140 The new pay scale is implemented in 
parallel with the completion of each phase of rank reform; specific ranks 
will only be eligible for the new salary scale once they have been restruc-
tured. Candidates who are not selected have the option of either accepting 
a demotion, which would, under the new pay structure, still involve a 
significant rise in salary of up to 500%, or retiring and accepting a sever-
ance package. Severance packages, which are expected to cost $5.6m, will 
offer one year’s salary under the new salary scale, and an opportunity for 
vocational training.141 

In July 2006, Karzai issued a decree calling for the acceleration of the 
reform process. The decree also authorised a ‘rebalancing’ of the police 
to address rising insecurity in the south.142 The rebalancing, urged by the 
US and other donors, consisted of three measures: the disbanding of the 
highway police, the most corrupt branch of the ANP, and their integra-
tion into the uniformed police and border police; the redeployment of 
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stand-by police battalions from the north to the south; and the recruit-
ment and training of 2,100 temporary ANP personnel in support of the 
stand-by battalions in the south.143 In addition, the government announced 
that it would recruit militia forces – the Afghan National Auxiliary Police 
(ANAP) – to supplement the police.

Reform of the Interior Ministry
Reform of the Interior Ministry was perceived as secondary to overhauling 
the police. This was exemplified by the fact that the GPPO embedded only 
one senior adviser in the ministry, with a mandate to advance administra-
tive and personnel reforms by late 2003.144 In the aftermath of the Bonn 
Conference, the Panjshiri faction of the Northern Alliance entrenched its 
control over large parts of the Interior Ministry. While Jalali succeeded in 
weakening the factional hold over the ministry during his tenure in 2003–
2005, he could not remove it. 

The apparent reluctance to advance reform in the Interior Ministry 
began to change, albeit slowly, with the entrance of the US into the police-
reform process in 2003. Although the US has continued to focus primarily 
on police training, resources earmarked for the Interior Ministry have 
steadily increased. In recognition of DynCorp’s failure to make adequate 
headway in advancing reform, the CSTC-A contracted MPRI, which 
took responsibility for the reform process in 2006. MPRI’s involvement is 
intended to be temporary, until such time as DynCorp is able to recruit the 
necessary expertise to reassume its role. In 2006, MPRI placed 15 mentors in 
the Interior Ministry, with the purpose of replicating many of the systems 
established in the Defence Ministry, covering areas such as personnel and 
logistics management and legal affairs.145 Most MPRI mentors have a dual 
role advising in the development of systems and mentoring senior minis-
try staff. 

A number of measures were taken in 2006 to expand the Interior 
Ministry’s command and control capacity. The first of five Regional 
Command Centers (RCCs), intended to rationalise and formalise the chain 
of command, was established in Kandahar, on the same site as the RTC. 
With the exception of the Kabul RCC, all will initially be co-located with 
RTCs to enable dual use of infrastructure, equipment and resources. The 
five regional command areas mirror those of the ANA, a deliberate step 
intended to ensure greater cooperation between the security forces.146 
Meanwhile, a National Police Command Center opened in Kabul on 16 
December 2006. The product of a $3.4m US-funded project, the facil-
ity ‘enables a direct link and command and control with the five Afghan 
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National Police Regional Command Centers, as well as coordination with 
other agencies, such as the Ministry of Defence’.147

The Afghan National Auxiliary Police
The ANAP scheme calls for the mobilisation of 11,271 auxiliary police, 
to be deployed in 124 districts of 21 provinces, mainly in the south and 
east.148 The purpose of the force is to secure static checkpoints and provide 
community policing, freeing up the regular police to conduct patrols and 
conduct counter-terrorist and counter-insurgency operations. Recruits 
for the force receive ten days’ training, overseen by the CSTC-A in make-
shift camps erected across the south and east.149 The training focuses on 
community-policing skills. All ANAP recruits receive instruction in oper-
ational police techniques, as well as firearms and tactical training. They 
also receive classroom training on the Afghan constitution and ethics. Each 
camp is capable of producing 200 ANAP recruits every two weeks; 8,331 
had completed training by July 2007.150 All recruits are vetted through 
the vouching system employed by both the ANA and ANP; however, US 
trainers suspect that as many as one in ten of the new recruits ‘is a Taliban 
agent’.151 It is envisaged that ANAP recruits will receive additional training 
every quarter, which by the end of their first year will leave them with the 
same level of training as rank-and-file ANP patrolmen. This will permit 
the ANAP’s integration into the regular police, enabling the ANP to meet 
its elevated force target of 82,000. However, US officials continue to refer 
to the programme as a ‘temporary’ or ‘stop-gap’ measure, and have little 
confidence in its suitability or sustainability.152

The plan also calls for the issuing of weapons to ANAP personnel, 
along with a uniform distinct from that of the regular police. Salaries will 
be identical with those of the ANP, and local ANP police commanders are 
meant to exert command and control over ANAP units. However, reports 
from the field indicate that the initial ANAP units have been issued with 
regular police uniforms and are not always commanded by ANP officers. 
In light of the fact that ANAP units are recruited, trained and deployed 
locally, they are vulnerable to factional manipulation. There are no clear 
accountability mechanisms to monitor and curb factional influence.153

While exploiting informal or traditional security structures to fill the 
prevailing security vacuum is surely a compelling idea, it may exacerbate 
insecurity. The plan is problematic in three ways. Firstly, the mobilisation 
of militias runs counter to the government’s demilitarisation process and 
seems to undercut the Disbandment of Illegal Armed Groups (DIAG) 
programme. It has sent a powerful signal that the government is not  
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committed to the demilitarisation process. Secondly, rearming and 
remobilising militias in Pashtun areas has prompted resentment among 
the northern ethnic factions, including the Tajiks, Uzbeks and Hazara, 

the majority of which have disarmed, at least partially, under the DDR 
programme. It has also aroused fears of resurgent Pashtun nationalism and 
exceptionalism, and has prompted many to warn of the prospect of remili-
tarisation.154 Thirdly, without robust vetting, oversight and accountability 
structures, the ANAP could become another source of factionalism and 
corruption. It could serve as a convenient façade behind which factional 
commanders can maintain the integrity of their militias. Moreover, the 
force could, over time, become a rival to the ANP, hampering efforts to 
endow the regular police with a monopoly on the use of force.155 Thus, 
a temporary mechanism intended to address short-term security needs 
could derail the police-reform process if it is not clearly situated within the 
formal security framework. Initial reports about the ANAP’s performance 
have validated doubts about the force.156

Judicial reform 
Reflecting on his experiences as High Representative for Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Paddy Ashdown noted in a 2004 speech that:

Crime and corruption follow swiftly in the footsteps of war, like 
a deadly virus. And if the rule of law is not established very 
swiftly, it does not take long before criminality infects every 
corner of its host, siphoning off the funds for re-construction, 
obstructing the process of stabilisation and corrupting every 
attempt to create decent government and a healthy civil society 
… This, above all was the mistake we made in Bosnia. We took 
six years to understand that the rule of law should have been the 
first thing. We are paying the price for that still.157

At the core of the endeavour to establish the rule of law in post-conflict 
societies are ‘the legal norms and institutions necessary for the creation, 
interpretation, and application of the law’.158 Although the police play an 
indispensable role in enforcing the law, ‘without functioning courts and 
a judiciary system, there can be no rule of law’.159 In Afghanistan, the 
international community and the Afghan government have failed to heed 
this axiom. Although the Bonn Agreement called for the appointment of 
a Judicial Reform Commission ‘to rebuild the domestic justice system in 
accordance with Islamic principles, international standards, the rule of 
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law and Afghan legal traditions’, judicial reform was, from the outset, 
approached as a secondary objective to the task of training and equip-
ping the country’s security forces.160 The wide disparity in international 
assistance provided to the security force train-and-equip programmes 
as compared to efforts to reconstitute the judicial system exemplify this 
prioritisation. According to the World Bank, only 3% of expenditures in 
the security sector were allocated to justice institutions in FY2003/04.161 
Given the decrepit state of the judicial system following the collapse of the 
Taliban, this level of assistance was grossly inadequate.

In a 2004 paper, J. Alexander Thier wrote that ‘every aspect of a func-
tioning judiciary is presently absent’ in Afghanistan.162 At the time, the 
judicial sector lacked physical infrastructure such as court houses, law 
libraries, prison facilities and office buildings for prosecutors and lawyers. 
Adequately trained jurists were in short supply; the majority of judges, for 
instance, lacked formal legal training. Finally, a complete record of the law 
had not been assembled and disseminated, creating regional variations in 
the nature and application of legal statutes. Despite programmes to address 
each of these areas, the situation had changed little by the beginning of 
2007. In February 2007, the EU’s External Relations Commissioner, Benita 
Ferrero-Waldner, affirmed that all of Afghanistan’s judicial institutions ‘are 
absolutely in urgent need of reform’. Ferrero-Waldner announced an EU 
pledge of €600m to help reform Afghanistan’s public administration, 40% 
of which would be allocated to the judicial sector.163

The Afghan government’s October 2005 judicial reform strategy, enti-
tled Justice for All, affirmed that working conditions for state justice officials 
were inadequate, and recognised that, ‘while significant progress had been 
made in equipping military and law enforcement units, almost nothing 
has been accomplished to provide resources for the justice system’.164 One 
of the most conspicuous shortfalls concerns the lack of judicial buildings. 
In many parts of the country, judicial proceedings are conducted outdoors 
or in temporary structures like tents. International donors have assisted 
with repairs to the judicial infrastructure, but this has largely been ad hoc. 
As of June 2005, donors had funded the construction or rehabilitation of 
45 judicial buildings, including 23 provincial courthouses, eight Justice 
Ministry and prosecutors’ offices at the provincial level and 14 district 
court facilities.165 USAID is engaged in rebuilding provincial judicial 
infrastructure, and Italy has funded renovations and repairs to the Justice 
Ministry building in Kabul, and the Faculty of Law and Political Science 
at Kabul University.166 PRTs have also been involved in the refurbishment 
of district courthouses. International agencies have taken steps to provide 
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justice actors with the materials and equipment they need for their duties, 
including office supplies, vehicles, telephones, furniture, computers and 
generators.

While some progress has been made in rebuilding judicial infrastruc-
ture at the national and provincial levels, little has been achieved at the 
district level, the main point of contact between Afghans and the judicial 
system. An EC-funded UNDP project, dubbed the Access to Justice at the 
District Level Program, was developed in late 2005 to address this problem. 
One component of the €6m, 30-month project is the refurbishment of the 
district-level judicial infrastructure. However, the resources allocated to 
the programme are far from adequate. 

Human capacity is also limited. According to Ferrero-Waldner: ‘the 
system is operating with staff who are insufficiently trained or educated 
– recruited through a system that is not at all transparent – and who do not 
operate under very credible mechanisms for [ensuring] accountability and 
discipline’.167 A survey conducted by the Supreme Court with assistance 
from USAID, released in May 2006, found that a third of Afghanistan’s 
1,415 judges have no higher-education qualifications. Of those, 16.1% had 
been educated only at madrassas.168 According to the survey, there were 
400 vacant posts and a dearth of qualified candidates to fill them.169

Donors have funded a range of training programmes to improve the 
qualifications of existing judicial personnel and prepare the next genera-
tion of jurists. However, as with the reform experience elsewhere in the 
justice sector, these initiatives have been ad hoc and poorly coordinated. 
The first major training programme, called Interim Training for the Afghan 
Judiciary, was launched in July 2003. Implemented by the International 
Development Law Organization (IDLO), with funding from Italy, the 
programme provided 18 months of ‘skills-oriented training’ to 500 judges, 
prosecutors and Justice Ministry personnel. Since then, IDLO has imple-
mented two other projects, funded by Italy and the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), providing additional specialised train-
ing to over 500 judges and 425 prosecutors, legal aid training for 50 law 
graduates from the University of Kabul and 20 women from the Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs, training and technical assistance for members of 
the Faculty of Law and Political Science at Kabul University and train-
ing in legislative drafting for 240 government officials at the Secretariat 
for the National Assembly and the Justice Ministry.170 The IDLO training 
programmes were strongly criticised by the Afghan government and by 
USAID. According to a senior official at the Justice Ministry, they were 
not based on comprehensive empirical analysis of the capacity needs of 
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the justice system. Moreover, Afghanistan’s permanent justice institu-
tions – the Supreme Court, the Justice Ministry and the Attorney-General’s 
office – were not adequately consulted over the design of the programmes. 
Indeed, the IDLO often overlooked or ignored Afghan concerns.171 

Another Italian-led programme with a training focus is the Provincial 
Justice Initiative (PJI). The PJI provides targeted training for up to 50 jurists 
per province. By June 2006 the programme, which also provides vital 
equipment and materials such as computers, mobile phones and genera-
tors, had reached eight provinces. Its aim is to address between three and 
five provinces a year, allocating roughly $200,000 to each.172

Perhaps the most conspicuous failing of the training programmes has 
been their lack of a monitoring and evaluation component. There has been 
no follow-up training or assessments of whether graduates were apply-
ing their new knowledge. Monitoring undertaken by UNAMA’s rule of 
law unit revealed that judges and prosecutors were ‘not applying fair 
trial standards or properly implementing the interim criminal procedure 
code’.173 To address such deficiencies and assert Afghan ownership over 
the training process, the Supreme Court established a Judicial Training 
and Education Committee to ‘develop a more coordinated approach to 
the planning, implementation and evaluation of training programs’.174 The 
committee oversees the implementation of an induction course for new 
judicial actors, and is working to develop a system of continuing education 
and training. Donors including USAID, Germany’s GTZ and the Italian 
Justice Project provide assistance and technical support.175 In the future, 
all continuing education is to be provided at the National Legal Training 
Center, established in Kabul in 2006 with Italian and US assistance.176 

One of the legacies of Afghanistan’s constantly shifting political terrain 
since 1964, with its numerous changes of regime, is a convoluted and 
overlapping body of law.177 The Bonn Agreement recognised the 1964 
constitution and all existing laws that were consistent with Afghanistan’s 
international legal obligations. A subsequent presidential decree, issued 
in 2002, mandated the Justice Ministry to de-conflict the legal system, 
removing any contradictions between existing laws, and determine which 
laws were valid. A new constitution, endorsed in 2004, provided a foun-
dation for the rationalisation of the country’s legal framework. However, 
by the beginning of 2007 the process had made only limited progress.178 
Among the achievements of the law-reform process has been the passage 
of some essential legislation, such as the Law on the Organization and 
Jurisdiction of the Courts, the Juvenile Justice Code and the Law on 
Prisons and Detention Centers. The enactment of the Interim Criminal 
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Procedure Code in 2004 represents one of the more contentious aspects of 
the process. Drafted by Italian legal experts, the law, featuring 98 articles, 
was ostensibly written to meet the demands of the immediate post-conflict 
environment.179 However, Afghan jurists have argued that the standards it 
sets are impractical in light of the human and institutional deficits in the 
system. For instance, prosecutors and the police have said that they lack 
the resources to meet the statutory timelines for detention, leading to their 
routine violation. The Afghan Attorney-General’s office drafted a new code 
of criminal procedure, without international guidance, which it submitted 
to the other judicial institutions for consultation in April 2006.180 Italy has 
complained that the new code fails to meet basic international standards, 
embodied in the 1976 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
to which Afghanistan is a signatory.181 

Close scrutiny of the judicial-reform process in early 2007 shows that 
the obstacles to change remain formidable. One of the foremost of these 
obstacles, and a theme that runs throughout the SSR process, is coordi-
nation. Coordination has broken down at every level: between the main 
donors, between the government and the donors and among the govern-
ment’s main judicial institutions. The resultant lack of consensus on even 
the most fundamental aspects of the reform process prevented the forma-
tion of a coherent strategy until late 2005.

The Judicial Reform Commission established by the Bonn Agreement 
was intended to coordinate all the main stakeholders and ensure Afghan 
ownership. However, the 16-member commission was dissolved only 
three months after its creation. Ideological and political differences among 
its members, coupled with the lack of a clearly defined agenda, led to the 
commission’s demise. A second Judicial Reform Commission, established 
in November 2002, was seen to be more professional and less overtly 
partisan, but was hindered by the same political turmoil that plagued its 
predecessor.182 It survived until 2005, when it was disbanded. According 
to one USAID official, the very notion of an independent commission was 
flawed: ‘the process cannot be taken out of the permanent institutions and 
determined by a group of wise men’.183 Instead of nurturing genuine local 
ownership through careful consultations and consensus-building, the 
commission, comprised largely of Western Afghan expatriates command-
ing large consultancy fees, represented an attempt to import ownership 
and alienated Afghanistan’s permanent justice institutions.

Perhaps the most problematic coordination failure pertains to the rela-
tionship between the two principal donors to the process, Italy and the 
US. Their differing legal traditions – Italy’s civil-code system versus US 
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common law – have been one of the main sources of division. Tensions 
between the two donors can also be attributed to the lead-nation system. 
Italy complained that the US, which by 2006 was the largest donor to the 
process, had usurped its lead-nation status. The system became redundant 
after the London Conference in 2006, which transferred lead responsibility 
from Italy to the Afghan government; however, Italy continued to see itself 
as the ‘focal point’ for the process.184 The end of the lead-nation system in 
the justice sector, and the concomitant assertion of Afghan leadership of 
the process, gave new life to the Justice Sector Consultative Group (CG) 
as a mechanism to coordinate reforms.185 The group is one of numerous 
CGs established under the auspices of the Finance Ministry to coordi-
nate stakeholders around specific national programmes.186 The CGs were 
subsequently recalibrated and realigned to conform with the structure of 
the Interim Afghan National Development Strategy (I-ANDS). Whereas 
the group served initially as ‘a forum for foreigners’, it has become increas-
ingly effective as Afghan involvement has increased.187 

The improved effectiveness of the CG structure can be attributed to 
better working relations between Afghanistan’s permanent justice insti-
tutions, which had hitherto been strained. The relationship between the 
Supreme Court – the country’s highest court, responsible for managing the 
entire court system – and the Justice Ministry was particularly problematic. 
In late 2005, a senior ministry official compared the Supreme Court, and 
particularly the then chief justice, Fazel Hady Shinwari, to a ‘brick wall’ 
blocking any meaningful reform. Shinwari’s main goal was to maintain 
the status quo and ensure the primacy of sharia law over secular provi-
sions of the constitution.188 The appointment of Shinwari, who formerly 
headed a madrassa in Peshawar and who lacks secular legal training, 
represented part of a political deal made by Karzai with the conservative 
Islamic commander Abdul Rabb Rasul Sayyaf. Shinwari openly flouted 
provisions of the constitution, particularly pertaining to democratic rights 
and freedoms, and sought among other things to ban cable television and 
prevent women from singing and dancing in public.189 In each case, the 
Supreme Court’s rulings were ignored, but they nevertheless represented 
an overt attempt to instrumentalise the courts to impose a particularistic 
interpretation of Islam on Afghan society. 

Concerns over the potential of the Supreme Court to subvert the 
constitution, notably the basic individual rights it enshrined, were eased 
in May 2006, when the new parliament rejected Shinwari’s reappointment 
by a vote of 117 to 77. Opponents cited rampant corruption in the courts, 
Shinwari’s lack of formal legal education and his fundamentalist views 
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as reasons why he should not be reappointed.190 Three other conservative 
appointees, all allies of Shinwari, were similarly voted down. In July 2006, 
parliament approved another slate of Supreme Court candidates viewed 
as progressive moderates. At the head of the list, as the new chief justice, 
was Abdul Salam Azimi, a moderate Islamic scholar and the primary 
drafter of Afghanistan’s 2004 constitution.191 The new court, inaugurated 
on 5 August 2006, is younger, dominated by highly educated technocrats 
trained in sharia and secular law, and devoid of links to fundamentalist 
circles.192 In his first six months in office Azimi dismissed or jailed eight 
judges and four clerks for corruption and led a review of 6,000 cases that 
have been challenged. He also spearheaded the establishment of a new 
accountability system, requiring provincial judges to submit comprehen-
sive reports on their cases.193

Another obstacle to reform was the lack of an overarching strategy, 
a by-product of the coordination problems among the main actors. Italy 
designed a strategy early in the process, but it was not endorsed by the 
other stakeholders due to a lack of adequate Afghan input. It was not until 
late 2005 that a coherent strategy materialised. In August 2005, a three-day 
conference called ‘Justice for All’ was held in Kabul to consult all the main 
stakeholders in the process – the permanent justice institutions, Afghan 
legal scholars, UN agencies, donors, NGOs and civil-society groups – on 
the ‘dimensions of reform, benchmarks and timelines’.194 The result of the 
conference was a ten-year strategic framework of the same name, finalised 
by the permanent justice institutions with assistance from the Justice Sector 
Consultative Group and released on 25 October 2005. This divided the 
process into five parts: reforming the law, making judicial institutions effec-
tive, reaching out to the Afghan public, consulting with the community on 
traditional justice and cooperation with other government programmes.195 
For each dimension, the framework identifies succinct goals and bench-
marks to be achieved in three time horizons: 1–3 years, 4–5 years and 5–10 
years. Like the inauguration of the new Supreme Court, the introduction 
of the strategy was a watershed for the judicial-reform process, endowing 
it with greater direction and purpose and improving coordination.

One critical area addressed by the strategy, which had hitherto been 
largely ignored in the formal reform process, was the issue of the tradi-
tional or informal justice system. The framework recognised that traditional 
institutions deal with up to 90% of ‘legal matters’ in the country.196 A survey 
conducted by the Asia Foundation in 2006, the largest ever undertaken in 
Afghanistan, found that only 16% of Afghans take legal disputes to govern-
ment courts.197 Rather, they look to traditional structures like the jirga, 
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maraca and shura.198 These local structures rely on a fusion of customary 
law, indigenous cultural norms and sharia law. The formal justice system 
is perceived across much of Afghanistan as expensive, corrupt, elitist, 
inefficient and distant. As Wardak states: ‘these traditional institutions 
of popular justice … resolved tribal disputes and local conflicts expedi-
tiously and in a cost-effective way’.199 However, ‘some of these traditional 
practices violate Afghan and international law, including honour killings, 
forced and underage marriage, and payment of blood money in lieu of 
punishment’.200 

The government has been reluctant to cede authority or grant legiti-
macy to informal or traditional legal mechanisms, taking the view that 
recognition of such structures would erode the power of the formal legal 
system and the state. Yet it may also be the case that the establishment 
of ‘a competent, coherent and effective justice system as a central compo-
nent of a legitimate Afghan state … need not … [be] at the expense of all 
traditional or informal dispute resolution mechanisms’. A positive rela-
tionship between the informal and formal systems may instead ‘enable 
the government to harness the good of [the informal] system, while also 
working to curtail its most problematic aspects’.201 Finding this equilib-
rium, as the Justice for All strategy recognises, requires work to ‘further 
study, dialogue and develop policy on the relationship between customary 
and “formal” law’.202 A number of studies have been undertaken to define, 
map and analyse the informal system.203 One of the overarching conclu-
sions to emerge is that the ‘formal and informal already co-exist, and will 
do so for many years to come. The question is whether they will co-exist in 
a cooperative or antagonistic environment’.204 

Any reform of the justice system, and the civil service in general, will 
be fruitless without efforts to address endemic corruption. In August 2006, 
Karzai assigned the attorney-general to ‘crack down, arrest and prosecute 
the perpetrators of corruption in the Government at all offices’. In asking 
the attorney-general to take ‘decisive action’, Karzai urged him to address 
the problem even if it reached ‘high levels of government’.205 The most 
obvious starting point is the justice sector itself, the natural vanguard 
against graft in the state but, in Afghanistan, one of the most corrupt 
sectors of government.

As with the police, high levels of corruption in the judiciary can be attrib-
uted partly to low rates of pay for jurists; the average judge in Afghanistan 
earns approximately $50 per month, an eighth of what a police colonel 
makes under the ANP salary structure launched in 2006.206 The princi-
pal mechanism to overhaul the judicial administration and rationalise  
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personnel and salary schemes is the Afghan government’s Public 
Administration Reform programme (PAR). Overseen by the Independent 
Administrative Reform and Civil Service Commission (IARCSC), with 
support from the World Bank and other donors, the programme aims to 
‘provide an efficient, effective, and transparent civil service’.207 One of the 
central components of the PAR is the Priority Reform and Restructuring 
programme (PRR), which is intended to reshape and rationalise adminis-
trative structures and lines of authority, introduce a new pay and grading 
system and ensure the application of merit-based recruitment and promo-
tion criteria.208 By the end of 2005, 3,000 jobs in the justice sector had been 
reclassified and opened up to merit-based recruitment in the justice sector, 
a precondition for a raise in the salary scale. According to the Justice for 
All strategy, the process needs to be extended to about 20,000 jobs in the 
permanent justice institutions.209 The process has developed slowly, and 
has faced particular difficulties in implementing and enforcing the merit-
based appointment system. As a senior Justice Ministry official explained, 
the PRR is a well-designed mechanism, but it has not worked in practice.210 
It will have to be reinvigorated if it is to force through the administrative 
changes needed to make good on the government’s ambitious commit-
ments to tackle corruption.

The prison system
The rule of law system can be conceptualised as a triad with three points: 
the police, the judiciary and the prison system. The third of these is clearly 
the most under-resourced element in Afghanistan. This is perhaps not 
surprising, as prisons are not generally an attractive target for donor 
funding. In fact, many donors place restrictions on their aid that prevent 
its use on prisons. However, given the decrepit state of the Afghan prison 
system, the shortfall in funding has been both conspicuous and debili-
tating, making progress in the other two elements of the rule of law system 
difficult. 

Two countrywide surveys, conducted by the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the CFC-A, reveal a prison system that is 
chronically overcrowded and lacks basic amenities such as sanitation 
and medical facilities. Many prisons are in such a dilapidated state that 
they are uninhabitable.211 Of the 34 provincial prisons under the control 
of the Central Prison Directorate (CPD), most require urgent repairs and 
refurbishment to bring them up to international standards.212 The poor 
conditions of Afghanistan’s prisons were demonstrated in 2006, when 
hundreds of inmates at Pul-i Charki prison in Kabul, the best-funded and 
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best-maintained prison in the country, went on hunger strike over the 
poor treatment they had received. The prison warden and eight staff were 
subsequently removed by the attorney-general, a sign that the government 
was taking the appalling situation of its prisons more seriously.213 With 
the prison population increasing rapidly – from 600 in 2001 to 6,085214 in 
January 2006 – the need for reform is urgent.215

Authority over the prison system was transferred from the Interior 
Ministry to the Justice Ministry in 2003. However, it was not until the 
promulgation in May 2005 of the Prisons and Detention Act that the CPD 
was formally integrated into the Justice Ministry.216 Italy, by virtue of 
its lead-nation status in the justice sector, has been one of the principal 
funders of reform initiatives, but has lacked the resources to imbue the 
process with the momentum it requires. The limited progress that has been 
made has largely been confined to prison renovations in Kabul. UNODC 
has been the main implementing body for reforms, with funding from 
Italy, Canada, the UK and Belgium. Renovations at Pul-i Charki prison 
include the construction of a closed women’s facility and the establish-
ment of a maximum-security unit for high-profile drug offenders. The 
UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is overseeing the construction of a juvenile 
facility.217 In 2006, building work began on two new regional prison facili-
ties, each costing $6m, in Mazar-i Sharif and Gardez. Funded by Italy and 
contracted to the UN Office for Project Services (UNOPS), both facilities 
are to have a capacity of approximately 450 inmates.218 Many PRTs have 
also undertaken ad hoc repairs of prison and detention facilities in their 
areas of operation, but these are only short-term solutions.

Given the culture of abuse that prevails at prisons across the country, 
staff training is also necessary to ensure that the fundamental rights of 
prisoners are upheld. The CPD employs approximately 9,000 staff, 250 in 
Kabul, 4,500 in provincial facilities and 4,000 in small district-level facili-
ties.219 Personnel, mainly former police or militia fighters, have not been 
provided with specialised training and are frequently inadequately paid. 
To address this problem, the CPD has established a Central Training Facility 
(CTF) in the grounds of the Pul-i Charki prison. The US Corrections Sector 
Support Program (CSSP) has established a project to develop a national 
training programme for existing personnel, featuring a four-week course 
for rank-and-file staff and a ten-week course for officers. The programme, 
which would offer training at the CTF and at least three regional centres, 
began in May 2006 with a train-the-trainers course.220

The reform process is overseen by the Consultative Working Group 
on Prisons and Detention Centres, chaired by the Ministry of Justice and 
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under the umbrella of the Justice Sector Consultative Group. While the 
body, which includes representation from UNODC, UNAMA, the JSSP, 
Italy and other donors, has become increasingly cohesive and effective 
over time, the sector continues to lack a wider strategic plan and resources 
remain inadequate. 

By 2006, there was almost universal recognition among Afghan and 
international actors of the deleterious impact of the slow pace of judicial 
and prison reform on the SSR and wider state-building processes. Yet 
despite this realisation the process continues to face resource shortfalls. 
While many donors have augmented their support to judicial institutions, 
their contributions remain incommensurate with the scale of the chal-
lenges that exist. The Afghan government estimates that the justice-sector 
reform process could face a shortfall of $1bn over the coming decade.221 
Compared to the vast sums being spent on training and equipping the 
police and army, this is a modest sum. Increasing EU engagement in the 
process will help to address this shortfall, but larger and more long-term 
funding commitments are needed to enable the government to meet the 
benchmarks and goals encapsulated in the Justice for All strategy.

D�milit��i���ti��
While the military, police and judicial reform pillars of the SSR agenda 
have sought to transform the institutions of the state, the DDR pillar 
endeavours to confront the legacy of past conflict in the form of tens of 
thousands of combatants and the proliferation of millions of weapons. 
Experience in post-conflict settings elsewhere shows that, until armed 
groups and individual ex-combatants are demobilised and reintegrated 
into society and illicit weapons collected or destroyed, new institutions 
will remain vulnerable to distortion or collapse. In a 2003 speech, Karzai 
asserted that ‘achieving DDR answers the deepest aspirations of the 
Afghan people, who are eager to move away from war and violence toward 
a peaceful, safe and civil society’.222 Karzai was speaking at a conference 
organised in Tokyo by the Japanese government to provide a forum for 
the Afghan government to present its plans for reforming the security 
sector. Although the original focus of the pillar was on establishing a 
DDR programme for the AMF, it subsequently grew to encompass an 
initiative to disband illegal armed groups outside the AMF. Despite a 
slow start, by 2007 the demilitarisation process was widely regarded as 
a success for the SSR process. However, although the numerical achieve-
ments are certainly impressive, closer examination shows that progress 
has been tenuous.
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The Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration of Former Combatants
The 2003 Tokyo conference was attended by more than 30 donor coun-
tries, as well as the EU and ten international organisations. Out of it came 
the Afghan New Beginnings Programme (ANBP), a DDR project imple-
mented by UNDP on behalf of the Afghan government. Formally launched 
in April 2003, the stated objective of the ANBP, which focused solely on 
active units of the AMF, was:

To decommission formations and units up to a total of 100,000 
officers and soldiers and in the process to collect, store and deac-
tivate weapons currently in their possession in order to be able 
to reconstruct the Afghan National Army (ANA) and return 
those not required to civilian life.223

While disarmament was explicitly stated as a central goal, in practice it 
was treated as a peripheral aspect. The two underlying goals of the process 
were ‘to break the historic patriarchical [sic] chain of command existing 
between the former commanders and their men; and to provide the demo-
bilized personnel with the ability to become economically independent’.224 
The Afghan government and the ANBP initially estimated that 100,000 
combatants were eligible to enter the DDR process. This figure represented a 
compromise between the Afghan Defence Ministry, which initially claimed 
that there were more than 250,000 AMF soldiers on duty, and UNAMA, 
which asserted that there were only 45,000–50,000 ex-combatants.225 No 
comprehensive assessment of the scale and nature of the problem was 
conducted to inform the programme’s design, and ANBP officials were 

����c�: Afghanistan New Beginnings Programme (ANBP), Afghanistan New Beginnings 
Programme, Brochure for the second Tokyo conference on Consolidation of Peace in 
Afghanistan (Kabul: ANBP, 15 June 2006), p. 5.

Donor Contribution (USD)

Japan  91 million

UK  19 million

Canada  16 million

USA  9 million

The Netherlands  4 million

The European Commission  1.9 million

Norway  0.8 million

Switzerland  0.5 million

TOTAL  142.2 million

Table 1 ANBP Funding Breakdown
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forced to rely on figures provided by the Defence Ministry. However, the 
ministry and AMF commanders had an interest in overstating the number 
of troops under their command, as they could claim more resources from 
the central government to feed, house and remunerate them. After a year 
of operation, the ANBP lowered the operational target to approximately 
60,000, concluding that a large proportion of the AMF personnel on the 
payroll of the Defence Ministry were in fact ‘ghost soldiers’.

The minimum requirements for entry into the $142m (see Table 1) 
programme were eight months of military service and the submission of a 
functioning weapon, as determined by an ANBP weapons expert.226 This 
prerequisite was largely symbolic, and intended to demonstrate the indi-
vidual soldier’s commitment to peace. The programme does not contain a 
mechanism to verify that individual soldiers or commanders are submit-
ting all of their weapons stocks, or to compel them to do so. 

After weapons collection in a particular area was completed, ex-soldiers 
were directed to the ANBP regional office for demobilisation, where 
they were presented with a list of employment or educational options. 
Ex-combatants were offered a choice of several reintegration packages 
devised by the ANBP in cooperation with the Afghan government and 
international partner organisations. If no immediate opportunities could 
be identified, or if the agricultural package could not begin for seasonal 
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reasons, the ANBP offered temporary wage-labour positions until suitable 
alternatives could be made available.227

The main phase of the programme, launched in May 2004, proceeded 
slowly during its first three months of operation, primarily because of 
obstruction by commanders and insecurity. The process began to achieve 
tangible results in the latter part of 2004, due to two factors. Firstly, the 
Political Parties Law promulgated on 18 October 2003 provided a powerful 
incentive for armed factions with political ambitions to comply with the 
DDR process.228 The law prohibits political parties from having ‘military 
organizations or affiliations with armed forces’, a principle also enshrined 
in the constitution, and allows for the dissolution of parties that transgress 
this statute.229 Intent on registering candidates in time for the October 
2004 presidential elections, factional groups sought to demonstrate their 
support for the DDR process by demobilising elements of their militias. 
The increased level of cooperation exhibited by all the main factional 
groups, although short of full compliance, was a product of their politi-
cal ambitions and determination to avoid complications in the registration 
process.230 Secondly, in the run-up to the presidential elections, the US 
deepened its engagement in the process, applying pressure on recalcitrant 
commanders to comply. The shift in the US approach, which had previ-
ously been characterised by ambivalence and even obstructionism, was 
intended to boost Karzai’s electoral fortunes and address deteriorating 
security conditions. 

Commanders manipulated the process in particular regions, arbi-
trarily choosing candidates for entry into the programme and pilfering 
reintegration assistance.231 In an attempt to address commander obstruc-
tionism, the ANBP launched a Commander Incentive Program (CIP) in 
2004. The central component of the scheme was a redundancy package 
which provided commanders with a $550–$650 monthly cash stipend for 
a two-year period, in exchange for their cooperation with the ANBP. For 
commanders unlikely to be enticed by financial incentives alone, opportu-
nities for travel and training overseas (primarily in Japan) and the prospect 
of a government posting were offered to suitable candidates, as deter-
mined by the government and ANBP.232 The two-year, $5m programme, 
funded by Japan, targeted 550 militia commanders across the country, 460 
of whom had entered the programme by June 2006.233 The redundancy 
payments continued until June 2007, with the programme scheduled to 
reach its conclusion the following September.234

The disarmament and demobilisation phase of the process formally 
came to an end on 7 July 2005. It saw the demobilisation of 63,380 ex-
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combatants and the collection of 57,629 light and medium weapons. The 
programme also led to the ‘de-financing’ of 100,000 soldiers – denoting the 
formal removal of soldiers, both real and ‘ghost’, from the state payroll 
– resulting in savings of $120m a year.235 In the light of the challenges 
faced by the programme, its accomplishments are certainly impressive. 
However, many militia networks have remained intact, and it would be 
premature to deliver a final verdict on the programme until the impact of 
its reintegration component is adequately assessed. 

The fundamental goal of DDR was to permanently break down mili-
tary formations, severing the patronage-based links between commanders 
and their militiamen. Reintegration programming, including vocational 
training, small-business support and agricultural packages,236 may have 
provided the basic tools for former combatants to re-enter civilian life; 
however, it is unclear whether the entry points into the civilian economy 
will exist to enable beneficiaries to exploit these tools over the medium 
and long term. With economic activity in many areas of the country stag-
nant and unemployment hovering around 25–30%, ex-combatants could 
be forced back into militias.237

In an effort to gauge the impact of the reintegration process, the 
ANBP launched a Client Evaluation Survey in 2006 that interviewed 5,000 
programme beneficiaries who had received at least 6–9 months of rein-
tegration assistance.238 The survey showed that 93% of respondents were 
satisfied with the reintegration assistance that they received, and 90% 
were still employed.239 What the survey did not show was whether these 
positive results were sustainable, or whether the ex-combatants could 
withstand natural fluctuations in the economy. Most importantly, will 
they be able to endure the inevitable scaling down of international aid, 
which has provided a steady stream of labour-intensive projects to absorb 
ex-combatants? To ensure that former fighters do not fall back into previ-
ous patterns of military mobilisation, continuous long-term support is 
required from a permanent government body. Plans have been introduced 
to build the capacity of key ministries, such as Labour and Social Affairs 
and Agriculture, to ‘deliver reintegration services over the long-term’ to 
former combatants.240 One such plan envisages the integration of some of 
the structures of the ANBP into a special branch of the Ministry of Labour 
and Social Affairs.241 

The Disbandment of Illegal Armed Groups (DIAG)
A glaring shortcoming of the DDR programme was its singular focus on 
officers and soldiers within the formal structure of the AMF. This ignored 
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informal militia groups. Afghanistan’s illegal armed groups range from 
tribal self-defence forces, primarily found in the southeast (known as 
arbakai), to criminal gangs.242 The failure to target these groups from the 
outset of the process allowed them to solidify their power bases and 
consolidate their control over vital sources of revenue, such as the drug 
trade. The success of many AMF commanders in shielding their units from 
the DDR process necessitated a further round of disarmament. As the 
DIAG strategy document affirms, ‘several groups who entered the AMF 
and were formally demobilized through the DDR program retained in 
many cases their core staff and a substantial amount of light weapons … 
[and] a number of commanders retained control of armed groups through 
their position as governors, chiefs of police and other local official posi-
tions’.243 The threat these illegal armed groups pose to the state is 
multifaceted: they collect illegal taxes, obstructing government revenue 
collection; they are involved in the illegal exploitation of natural resources 
– oil, gas, coal and gemstones – and in some cases have assumed control of 
state-owned industries; they subvert reform processes and intimidate 
local-government officials and security forces; and they drive the illegal 
economy, most notably the drug trade.244

In February 2005, as the formal DDR programme entered its final 
phase, the ANBP was authorised, with funding from the Canadian govern-
ment, to begin planning a programme to disband illegal armed groups. 
A planning cell was established within the ANBP to collect intelligence 
and, in conjunction with the government and a range of international 
stakeholders, to devise an approach to address the problem. The planning 
cell estimated that there were 1,870 illegal armed groups245 in the country, 
comprising roughly 129,000 militiamen.246 The government has conserva-
tively estimated that these groups possess 336,000 small arms and light 
weapons, 56,000 of which are believed to have been concealed from the 
DDR process by the AMF. The actual number is likely to be much higher, 
considering the scale of previous arms transfers into the country and the 
size of illegal weapons caches uncovered by Coalition, ISAF and govern-
ment security forces since 2001.

While the DDR process was internationally driven, the Disbandment 
of Illegal Armed Groups (DIAG) programme is government led. The 
Demobilisation and Reintegration Commission acts as the DIAG steering 
committee,247 the high-level policy lead for the process, giving it strate-
gic direction and coordinating the various actors engaged in it. The ANBP 
provides technical assistance and expertise to the Joint Secretariat and the 
DIAG Provincial Committees, the main Afghan bodies implementing the 
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process.248 The designated end-state for the programme is the disarma-
ment and disbanding of all ‘identifiable illegal armed groups’. Although it 
was originally envisioned that the programme would reach its conclusion 
by the end of 2007, by the latter half of 2007 it was still at an early stage.249 
The programme was originally estimated to cost $11m, with another $35m 
earmarked for community-development projects, but the final cost is likely 
to be much higher. The bulk of the funding has come from the Japanese 
government.250

The process can be broken down into three phases: voluntary compli-
ance, negotiated compliance and enforced compliance. The first phase 
involves fostering conditions conducive to voluntary compliance. 
Compliance is defined as the submission of 70% of the estimated weapons 
of the illegally armed group being targeted.251 However, unlike the DDR 
programme there is no prescription that the weapons submitted meet a 
certain standard of functionality. Ex-combatants are informed of their legal 
obligations to disarm, and provided with a 30-day amnesty period in 
which to comply. Community and religious leaders will be used as inter-
mediaries to encourage commanders to cooperate with the process. The 
prospect of development incentives in exchange for disarmament will be 
introduced to local communities as a means of placing pressure on militia-
men and their commanders. While many observers have likened the DIAG 
programme to a weapons-for-development scheme such as that pioneered 
in Albania, the Afghan government has sought to dispel this notion. The 
Guidelines for DIAG Development Activities state that ‘development projects 
shall not be considered as direct incentives to, or rewards for, disarmament, 
but may serve as a motivation for the community (shuras, leaders) to 
persuade the illegal armed groups to disarm and disband’.252 The govern-
ment is keen to avoid incentivising the illegal possession of arms, opting 
instead to emphasise the obligation of armed groups to disarm under state 
law.

Phase two comes into effect after 30 days, when the designated period 
for voluntary compliance expires. It involves multi-track negotiation at 
the national and provincial levels as well as through local actors such as 
village mullahs and local shuras. Public-information efforts will be inten-
sified, with a focus on the implications of non-compliance, notably the 
denial of access to community-development funds. When the negotiation 
period expires, the enforcement phase comes into effect. The mandate 
for enforcing the process falls on the Interior Ministry and the ANP. In 
extreme circumstances, the ANA and international security forces could 
be called in to assist. 
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The DIAG process was launched on a limited scale in late 2005. During 
its early stages the process targeted specific actors: government officials 
and national assembly and provincial council election candidates with 
links to illegal armed groups. The government sought to use the lever-
age provided by government positions and candidatures in the legislative 
elections to place pressure on militias to comply with the DIAG process. 
Although only achieving limited success,253 these initiatives paved the 
way for the main stage of the process, launched on 1 May 2006 in Kapeesa 
province, where 38 commanders were issued notices instructing them to 
submit their weapons within the standard 30-day period. The process had 
an inauspicious beginning, foreshadowing future problems, as only seven 
weapons had been submitted by the end of the 30-day voluntary period.254 
As of June 2006, the DIAG process had engaged 1,275 illegal armed 
groups, and by July 2007 it had collected 31,484 weapons. However, the 
bulk of these weapons, a fraction of the estimated amount in circulation, 
were collected in ad hoc voluntary submissions prior to the launch of the 
main stage, and only 40% were categorised as usable. Illegal armed groups 
are giving the impression of cooperation by dumping their unserviceable 
equipment, concealing their best weapons for use or sale on the illicit 
weapons market. The poor performance of the DIAG programme in its 
initial months of operation almost led to its termination in mid 2006. In the 
words of one official working on the programme, ‘DIAG nearly died’ due 
to the disappointing early results of the main stage.255 

The DIAG process has failed to achieve its goals due in large part to a 
lack of political will from the government. The most conspicuous example 
of the government’s fragile commitment to the process is the large number 
of government officials who have maintained links with illegal armed 
groups. High-profile government ministries, even those directly involved 
in the DIAG process, have obstructed and even subverted the process. The 
executive branch, rather than championing the concept across the govern-
ment, has sought to provide protection for government officials targeted by 
it. According to an official from the DIAG Joint Secretariat, the main imple-
menting body for the programme, the government issued instructions 
not to pursue officials at the governor or cabinet level.256 Several cabinet 
ministers, governors and parliamentarians appear on the list of the top ten 
illegal armed groups in the country compiled by the Joint Secretariat. Until 
serious attempts are made to persuade these figures to disarm, the process 
will remain paralysed. 

The wholesale lack of compliance in many areas where the programme 
was applied shows how difficult it is to engage commanders effectively. The 
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programme’s designers erroneously assumed that the provision of devel-
opment incentives would alienate communities from local commanders, 
thereby placing pressure on them to disarm. While this may be the case 
with community militias or self-defence forces, which are organic exten-
sions of the local community, it is unlikely to affect criminal groups, whose 
interests diverge from local actors. Many militia groupings are already 
alienated from local communities due to their predatory behaviour, limiting 
the pressure that communities can bring to bear, and their involvement in 
the immensely profitable illicit economy makes community-development 
projects unattractive. Weapons provide criminal groups an entry ticket 
into the illicit economy; getting them to abandon their arms will require 
tailored individualised incentives, which the DIAG programme eschews. 
The same problem during the early stages of the DDR programme resulted 
in the establishment of the Commander Incentive Program. It is clear that 
the government may have to consider providing targeted incentives to 
groups to secure their engagement in the DIAG process. Of course, such 
an incentive framework will have perverse effects if it is not buttressed by 
credible and robust disincentives in the form of coercion by the security 
forces. Even on this score, it is unlikely that the government has the capac-
ity or the political will to forcibly disarm uncooperative groups. Despite 
non-compliance by targeted groups during all stages of the process the 
government had, as of mid 2007, yet to employ force as dictated by the 
programme.

Significant advances have been made in the demilitarisation pillar 
between 2002 and 2007, but it would be premature to regard the process 
as a success, and important challenges remain. Although the DDR process 
succeeded in formally decommissioning the AMF, militia patronage 
networks have remained intact and the sustainability of the reintegration 
process is far from assured. For its part, the DIAG programme has engaged 
a large number of illegal armed groups, but has fully dissolved few and 
collected only a fraction of their weapons. 

* * *

Considering the omnipresence of the SSR concept in Afghanistan in 2007, 
which is seen by many as the key to the success of the state-building 
project, it seems astonishing that, in 2001, the process was not viewed with 
particular urgency and was severely under-resourced. This false start was 
a result of the international community’s failure to adequately grasp the 
extent and complexity of the security problem in Afghanistan following 
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the Taliban’s fall. According to a paper produced by the Afghan Office for 
the National Security Council (ONSC) ahead of the 2004 Berlin donor 
conference, initial planning for SSR was informed by international assess-
ments that ‘naively assumed an improvement in security which has not 
materialised’.257 Attempts to compensate for this lost time skewed the SSR 
agenda. With donor states unwilling to contribute the international troop 
numbers needed to stabilise the country, SSR increasingly came to be seen 
as the answer to the rising tide of insecurity. The process became increas-
ingly ‘securitised’, as the goal of training and equipping the security forces 
to get them ‘into the fight’ superseded all other priorities, particularly the 
‘soft’ security elements of the process, such as judicial reform.258 Rather 
than jumpstarting the process, this strategy created new bottlenecks and 
obstacles to reform.

By 2006, donors had recognised many of the gaps and problems in the 
process – from the acute under-resourcing of judicial reform to the issue 
of fiscal sustainability – and had augmented their investments. However, 
despite increased funding, primarily from the US, the process is still 
hampered by short-termism, exemplified by the introduction of the ANAP, 
a temporary mechanism that could undermine the demilitarisation and 
police-reform processes over the long term.

The related issues of coordination and ownership continued to hinder 
the SSR process in 2007. Although the lead-nation framework was ostensi-
bly dissolved following the 2006 London conference, a development that 
has been welcomed by most stakeholders in the process, it was expanding 
US control over the SSR agenda that rendered the system obsolete. By early 
2007, the US had become the largest financial contributor to four out of 
the five pillars, vastly outspending the existing lead donors in each. While 
increased US engagement has given the process a major boost, America’s 
penchant for quick fixes, achieved by saturating problem areas with aid, 
could prove counterproductive.

Insufficient resources are not the only problem afflicting the process. 
For instance, Karzai has not always shown the political will necessary to 
address factionalisation and corruption in the security institutions, a by-
product of his accommodationist leadership approach. Dedicating vast 
resources to a system when the commitment of the political leadership 
to the fundamental principles of the process is tenuous is not only waste-
ful, but could also exacerbate instability. Channelling increased funds 
into unreformed institutions can have the effect of increasing corruption, 
which will in turn alienate the population. This cycle can only be halted 
with genuine local commitment to reform, to de-factionalising and de- 
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politicising the security system. The increase in attention and resources to 
the SSR process, particularly the security forces, over the past two years 
may succeed in addressing some blatant deficiencies in the security sector, 
but durable and sustainable change can only be achieved through the adop-
tion of a holistic approach that aims to change the culture and ethos of the 
system. Achieving this change in vision requires a long-term approach by 
donors and Afghan stakeholders, and a genuine commitment to change.
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