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The security environment in Afghanistan has steadily deteriorated since 
the overthrow of the Taliban regime in 2001, plumbing new depths with 
each passing year. This growing crisis can partially be attributed to missed 
opportunities at the outset of the state-building process. Opportunities 
were not taken to deal with some of the underlying drivers of conflict. 
Even as resource levels have increased after successive donor conferences, 
Afghan government and international responses to this adverse situation 
have been incommensurate with the scale and extent of the problem. But 
the problem facing Afghanistan is more than a lack of resources. There is 
a fundamental tension in the state-building agenda between short-term 
and long-term objectives, with a short-termist approach often prevailing. 
In the security sphere, this has translated into a conflict between strate-
gies of short-term containment and stabilisation and long-term sustainable 
peace-building. 

Many of the policies and practices of the Afghan government and the 
international community have been geared more to containing instability 
and insecurity than to resolving their underlying causes. Karzai’s policy 
of accommodation towards some of Afghanistan’s warlords; the US-led 
Coalition’s employment of militia proxies in the south; and the prioritisation 
of security-force operational effectiveness above considerations of justice 
and governance are but a few examples of this approach. While security 
may improve in the short and medium term as a result of such strategies 
and tactics, new sources of instability may be created over the long term. 

conclusion
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The US approach to Afghanistan in the first stages of the state-building 
process typifies this focus on immediate stabilisation and containment. 
The US mission, which rejected the nation-building paradigm, was geared 
first and foremost to destroying al-Qaeda and preventing Afghanistan 
from once again becoming a sanctuary for terrorists, rather than consoli-
dating a certain type of peace. Preventing Afghanistan’s instability from 
spilling over into the region and threatening the United States, as it did on 
11 September 2001, was the primary objective. Over time, US policymakers 
came to the conclusion that only through state-building could that objec-
tive actually be achieved; however, critical time was lost.

State-building demands an appropriate balance between short-
term and long-term considerations. While the Afghan process has been 
heavily skewed towards short-term objectives, some progress had been 
achieved by 2006 in striking a better balance. The London conference in 
January–February 2006 was a watershed in this regard, as it resulted in a 
comprehensive and integrated strategy for the country’s reconstruction, 
the Afghanistan Compact, and new long-term donor commitments. In 
the security sphere, a number of signs in 2006 showed that the country 
may be moving away from the paradigm of containment to one of sustain-
able peace-building. The expansion of NATO forces across the country, 
particularly in the south, and the allocation of increased resources to the 
SSR process, including its soft components like justice, illustrated this shift. 
This influx of resources is critical, but must be accompanied by renewed 
political will to address some of the remaining obstacles to stability, such 
as the relationship with Pakistan, the presence of warlords and spoilers 
in the government and the drug trade. Until the international community 
convinces Pakistan to rein in cross-border militant activity and halt any 
clandestine support from its military and intelligence apparatus for the 
Taliban; until the Afghan government can challenge the dominance of 
commanders in the public administration and improve governance; and 
until the Afghan government and donors can resolve the contradictions in 
the counter-narcotics strategy, implementing a genuinely holistic approach 
featuring both comprehensive rural development and law enforcement, 
security will remain elusive. 

A historic opportunity to transform Afghanistan in the wake of the 
Taliban’s fall is slipping away as public disillusionment with the post-
Taliban political order grows. To confront the emergent crisis of legitimacy, 
the Afghan government and the international community must re-examine 
their approach in the security sphere. The focus should be shifted from 
containing insecurity and safeguarding the regime to providing security, 
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the rule of law and good governance to Afghans, whether in Kabul or in 
remote rural areas. In essence, this involves a fundamental shift in strategy, 
from one rooted in regime security to one focused on human security. Only 
when the government can provide the basic public goods of security and 
justice will it be able to defeat the insurgency and assert its sovereignty 
over the entire country. The government’s failure to do this has prompted 
many Afghans, particularly in the south and east, to speak nostalgically of 
the Taliban, not due to any ideological affinity but because of the group’s 
history of delivering security.

Achieving this shift in strategy will necessitate some difficult choices 
by donors and the Afghan government, choices that they have often 
been unwilling to make. It will require donors to remain committed to 
the country for a long time to come. It will demand a new emphasis on 
security-sector reform, to reinvigorate the process and transform it from a 
train-and-equip programme into a process capable of remaking the culture 
of the security apparatus. The challenge that faces the process is daunting 
– to remove the underlying public perception that the security forces and 
judiciary are predatory, alien and corrupt. SSR is not merely about creating 
security forces capable of protecting the central government from spoilers. 
It is also about building public faith in the security system. The process 
has made important strides, but it has only scratched the surface of the 
problem. It is clear that the Afghan security forces will be incapable of 
securing the entire national territory for some time to come, exemplifying 
the need for NATO’s continued engagement.

Not only are NATO forces playing a vital role in combating the 
growing Taliban threat, but they are also making significant contributions 
to the SSR process through their involvement in in-service training for the 
security forces. It is clear that a significant NATO force presence will be 
required in Afghanistan for up to a decade, a reality that is unpalatable 
in NATO capitals, where electorates have become increasingly weary of 
the extended Afghan mission. The only way to expedite the withdrawal of 
international troops is by guaranteeing the success of SSR, which offers the 
only viable exit strategy for the international community. A premature exit 
by NATO forces would be likely to trigger the slow collapse of the post-
Taliban political dispensation and the return of internecine conflict.

Endowing the Afghan state with the capacity to address the human 
security needs of the Afghan people is not solely an issue of resources 
and the provision of technical assistance. The failures of the SSR process 
have demonstrated that the principal challenges are political. Broadly 
speaking, the problem is one of political will. Karzai has been averse to 
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removing political allies ensconced in the security institutions that have 
either obstructed reforms or been a major source of corruption. Such reluc-
tance to upset the political balance stems partially from suspicions over 
the durability of the international commitment to the country. Karzai is 
unwilling to create splits in the political fabric when he is unsure how long 
the international community will buttress his administration. It is clear that 
donors cannot remain divorced from the political dimensions of the SSR 
process, whether it is reassuring the Afghan government of the longevity 
of its commitment or utilising conditionality arrangements on assistance 
to ensure greater adherence to key reforms. 

Afghans must be in charge of the reform of their security institutions 
and the design and execution of the country’s security policy. Executive 
and legislative bodies mandated to direct and provide oversight of the 
security sector, whether they are parliamentary commissions or the 
National Security Council, must be supported to ensure the accountability 
of the sector. International military actors must also show greater sensi-
tivity to Afghan demands for increased input into military operations, 
especially in the light of the spate of civilian casualties in 2007 that has 
stoked Afghan resentment of the foreign military presence. However, 
while local ownership is an inviolable principle of state-building prac-
tice, the Afghan government is still far from self-sufficient in the security 
sphere. Endemically low levels of institutional and human capacity, high 
levels of corruption and criminality and scarce resources ensure that direct 
international engagement and support will be needed for the foreseeable 
future. 

The international community must slowly devolve security respon-
sibility to the Afghan government. Donors must avoid the temptation to 
do it for the Afghans, creating parallel institutional structures – staffed by 
international military personnel, aid workers, diplomats and consultants 
– that bypass the Afghan administration to undertake key security tasks. 
This is a common state-building practice that has undermined efforts to 
build Afghan capacity and develop the legitimacy of the fledgling govern-
ment. International assistance will remain crucial for at least a decade, but 
it is the manner in which that assistance is delivered that is of paramount 
importance. Aid should take the form of capacity-building, embedded 
technical assistance and internationally monitored trust funds to channel 
funds through Afghan institutions in an accountable manner. The inter-
national community must avoid handing over security responsibility to 
the Afghan state before it is capable of handling that burden, otherwise it 
could collapse under the security and political pressures that prevail in the 
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country. The uncomfortable reality for donors is that, even with a signifi-
cant increase in support for the Afghan state-building project, conditions 
are likely to get worse before they get better. There is no quick fix. Some 
developments in 2006 and 2007 have renewed hopes that the government 
and donors possess the resolve to consolidate the impressive gains that 
have been made, but there is much still to do.
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