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The year 2002 was one of great optimism and hope in Afghanistan. Taliban 
forces had been routed by the US-led Coalition and its Northern Alliance 
allies, prompting many to proclaim the demise of the movement. A confer-
ence in Bonn had chosen an interim government and produced a blueprint 
for the country’s political transition. A subsequent donor meeting in Tokyo 
resulted in pledges of approximately $5.2 billion to underwrite recon-
struction. Promises by US President George W. Bush and then UK Prime 
Minister Tony Blair to deliver a ‘Marshall Plan’ for Afghanistan, and not to 
abandon the country as the West had done after the Soviet withdrawal in 
1989, bred tremendous optimism among ordinary Afghans.

More than five years on, in 2007, this optimism has been replaced by 
a sense of pessimism. Despite some significant achievements in the recon-
struction process, for many Afghans the most noticeable change since the 
fall of the Taliban regime has been deteriorating security. Many parts of 
the country, particularly in the south and east, cannot be classified as being 
in a post-conflict situation. Taliban-led insurgent activity has intensified 
every year since 2001. By September 2006, an average of 600 insurgent and/
or terrorist incidents were occurring every month, up from an average of 
130 a month in 2005.1 There were 139 suicide bombings in 2006, compared 
to 27 the previous year.2 In all, the insurgency resulted in over 3,700 fatali-
ties in 2006, more than four times the figure for 2005.3 Casualty rates 
continued to rise in 2007, with the Afghan Interior Ministry reporting that  
1,060 civilians had been killed between April and August alone.4 Poor 
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governance, marked by rampant corruption, has been one of the main 
drivers of insecurity, as increasing numbers of disillusioned Afghans turn 
to regional commanders and the Taliban to provide basic public goods. 
The burgeoning drug trade has further fuelled violence, and threatens to 
transform Afghanistan into a narco-mafia state. 

Afghanistan’s security crisis can be traced back to the early approach 
taken by donors, particularly the United States. When the US intervened 
in Afghanistan in 2001, it did so to overthrow the Taliban and prevent the 
country from once again serving as a sanctuary for terrorist groups like 
al-Qaeda. The aim was not to transform the state or consolidate a certain 
type of peace. As a result, the state-building process, at least in its early 
stages, was critically under-resourced; as one scholar puts it, the United 
States and its allies were trying to ‘carry out major strategic change on the 
cheap’.5 This under-investment applied both to aid for reconstruction and 
to stabilisation and counter-insurgency operations. The failure to expand 
the UN-mandated International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) outside 
the capital in 2002 permitted warlords to consolidate their authority, the 
Taliban to regroup and drug-traffickers to re-establish their networks. 
The lack of international troops also placed unreasonable pressure on 
the nascent security-sector reform (SSR) process. Instead of seeking to 
create an accountable, equitable and rights-respecting security system, 
the process became a grandiose train-and-equip programme, whose main 
objective was to get Afghan security forces ‘into the fight’, thereby easing 
the burden on international troops. 

By 2004, as the insurgency gained momentum and the drug trade grew 
to unprecedented proportions, the Afghan government and donors had 
begun to grasp the implications of this under-investment in the reconstruc-
tion process. In response, an international donor conference was convened 
in Berlin to secure fresh commitments of troops and development aid, 
and new structures such as Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) were 
developed. However, such measures were inadequate to address prevail-
ing problems. The deployment of the PRTs, comprising small groups 
of military and civil-affairs personnel, reflected the lack of political will 
among NATO states to commit the necessary resources for a full expansion 
of ISAF, more than a genuine desire to improve security outside Kabul. 
PRTs tended only to meet their objectives and achieve a degree of success 
in already stable areas of the country, primarily in the north. Meanwhile, 
although the Berlin conference recognised the pivotal nature of the SSR 
process, it did not result in the funding boost necessary to overcome the 
major obstacles to reform.
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Perhaps the most important development in 2004 was the expansion in 
the US role in the SSR process. This reflected a wider, albeit tardy, change 
to embrace state-building more broadly. By 2007, the United States had 
become the largest donor to four of the five pillars of the SSR process. 
While this has addressed some of the funding shortfalls, the US fixation 
with short-term security goals has exacerbated existing problems in the 
sector, including fiscal sustainability and governance.

This paper charts the evolution of the security environment in 
Afghanistan. It is divided into two sections. The first explores the prevail-
ing threats to security and stability, including warlordism, spoiler groups, 
the Taliban-led insurgency, the opium trade and the criminal economy. 
Section 2 analyses the efforts that have been made to combat these threats, 
notably international military engagement and the SSR process. A number 
of themes cut across the two sections of the paper. First and foremost is 
the issue of external engagement, most notably in relation to Pakistan. 
The Taliban found sanctuary in Pakistan following its ousting, and used 
the largely autonomous border regions to regroup and reorganise. While 
the Pakistani military and the Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate (ISI) 
have captured or killed numerous high-ranking al-Qaeda figures, Pakistan 
has largely turned a blind eye to the Taliban, and may even be provid-
ing them with clandestine support. Pakistan’s apparent double game with 
regard to the Taliban has been a major driver of insecurity and instability 
in Afghanistan.

The second cross-cutting theme relates to the lack of coordination and 
the absence of common aims amongst the main security stakeholders. This 
has prevented the formation of a coherent and effective strategy to confront 
insecurity. There are as many interests as stakeholders in the Afghan 
security sphere, and they often clash. Some donors have inadvertently 
sacrificed the long-term goal of the state-building process, namely the 
creation of a stable and self-sufficient Afghan state (an outcome that meets 
donors’ strategic goals) to meet more short-term interests. For instance, the 
US-led Coalition’s use of Afghan militia proxies, some of which are in open 
opposition to the state, has emboldened potential spoilers and undercut 
the internationally sponsored demilitarisation process. 

The final over-arching theme can be described as the ‘political-will 
problem’. State-building in such a complex setting, with a multiplicity of 
interests at stake, demands difficult choices by all stakeholders. The govern-
ment and the international community have not demonstrated the political 
will to take some of these decisions, whether it is the government’s reluc-
tance to purge warlords and drug-traffickers from government positions 
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or the international community’s reticence about deploying the necessary 
troops and resources to stabilise the country.

Afghans are losing faith in a political order which they believe has 
delivered little, and which has not marked a decisive break with the past. 
Many do not see the international commitment as durable, and point to the 
huge disparity in resources allocated to Iraq as opposed to Afghanistan. 
As the prominent Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid has put it: ‘In Kabul 
today, most Afghans, from illiterate cooks to well-educated civil servants, 
take it for granted that the Taliban are coming back to power’.6 Stopping 
this from happening will call for increased levels of assistance from donors 
and greater political will on the part of the Afghan government to under-
take the contentious and painful reforms necessary to bring about genuine 
change. As this paper shows, the security sphere will remain a locus of 
attention for Afghanistan’s state-builders; without security, the country’s 
ongoing development and political transition cannot move forward.


