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					Goals and motifs of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy towards Afghanistan

					Publishing the next installment (translation) of the material from the Iranian Center for Strategic Studies of the East, dedicated to the main theme of our article series – “Afghanistan and Central Asia”.

The position of the “Open World” does not necessarily coincide with the opinions of the authors of these publications. We welcome any suggestions and are open to collaboration. To contact the editorial team, please use the feedback form.

 

Goals and motifs of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy towards Afghanistan

Kazakhstan’s approach to Afghanistan is currently largely based on economic relations. However, its political aspects are becoming increasingly apparent. The Republic of Kazakhstan does not wield much influence among ethnic minorities in Afghanistan, and unlike Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, it does not have as many opportunities for gathering information from within or conducting other operational activities. Nevertheless, Kazakhstan has many opportunities and advantages on the international stage. Afghanistan heavily depends on Kazakhstan in the food industry, while the Taliban have virtually no leverage over Kazakhstan.

Omid Rahimi, Research Fellow at the Institute of Eastern Strategic Studies

 

Introduction

Central Asian countries played a secondary role in the situation surrounding Afghanistan during the presence of the United States there, but after their departure, they have become more actively positioning themselves as independent players in the Afghan track.

This process is natural for Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan, whose vital interests are tied to Afghanistan and as such they play a significant role in the situation surrounding this country. However, Kazakhstan’s intensification of its foreign policy efforts towards Afghanistan is now evident, despite the absence of common borders and, consequently, low conflict potential. Astana’s steps differ from the actions of the other three republics in their nature, goals, and motives, and in this context, they may lead to a different model of behavior by the Taliban.

This article attempts to examine the current relations between Kazakhstan and Afghanistan, as well as the key motives and goals of this interaction.

 

Behavioural Approach

Kazakhstan, like Uzbekistan, was one of the first countries to initiate interaction with the Taliban, establishing a semi-official level of relations without acknowledging the legitimacy of the said group. During periods of instability, Astana maintained its diplomatic representation in Kabul and even appointed a new ambassador (1), indicating a change in the country’s approach after the Taliban’s consolidation of power.

Shortly after the Taliban came to power (2), the Afghan embassy in Astana was transferred to the Taliban Movement in order to preserve and maintain channels of diplomatic communication.

Over the past year, a high level of contacts has been established between the two sides, primarily focused on the economic sphere. One indicator of this approach is the increase in bilateral trade volume in the second year after the Taliban’s rise to power. In 2022, compared to 2021 (the first months of the Taliban’s rule), the volume of bilateral trade between Kazakhstan and Afghanistan reached $987 million, almost a 100% increase. This is despite the fact that in previous years, under the government of A. Ghani, trade between the two countries rarely exceeded $600 million.

A significant portion of the trade exchange in 2022 consisted of Kazakhstan’s imports to Afghanistan, primarily flour. Afghanistan is the largest purchaser of this product from Kazakhstan, consuming 1.3 million tons, which accounts for approximately 70% of the entire flour export of the Central Asian republic. However, in 2023, trade deals experienced a significant decline again, dropping to approximately $600 million. An important part of this trend is associated with the ban on opium poppy cultivation and the conversion of planting areas to wheat cultivation in Afghanistan, which affected the import of Kazakhstani flour.

In April 2023, the two countries held a major business forum in Kabul, following which the Kazakhstan Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Kabul (3) was opened. In August 2023, a second such event took place, during which a political and economic delegation from the Taliban government, led by Minister of Industry and Trade Nuruddin Azizi and heads of the Central Bank of Afghanistan, National Energy Company, Telecommunications Company, Chamber of Agriculture and Livestock Production, as well as representatives of major private banks and other companies, visited Astana.

The reception of this trade delegation at the level of the Deputy Prime Minister demonstrates that Kazakhstan has adopted a consistent strategy regarding Afghanistan. The main directions of this joint economic initiative have become logistics, mining industry, and the banking sector, resulting in representatives of both countries signing a series of commercial documents and memorandums.

However, these relations are overshadowed by political issues, especially security concerns. During the visit of the Taliban delegation to Astana, numerous critical remarks were made regarding the presence of individuals associated with a terrorist group in this country.

The main argument of the Kazakhstani government regarding the establishment of official cooperation with the Taliban movement was the fact that this group is not recognized as a terrorist organization by the United Nations, and only certain leaders and active members are included in the Security Council’s sanctions list. It was emphasized that none of these sanctioned individuals were part of the Afghan trade delegation, and “Kazakhstan faces no threat.” However, the contradiction of this position was pointed out by the inclusion of the name “Taliban” in the list of banned groups in this country.

In late December 2023, the official representative of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Kazakhstan, Aibek Smadiyarov, stated in an interview with the Kazakhstani state news agency that the aforementioned structure is not recognized as a terrorist group by the United Nations Security Council and, following recent events, Kazakhstan has removed the “Taliban Movement” from the list of prohibited terrorist groups. Explaining this decision, the Kazakhstani Ministry of Foreign Affairs emphasized that this step could help Afghanistan emerge from international isolation.

 

Motives and Goals

The motives and goals of Kazakhstan in developing interaction with Afghanistan clearly differ from other countries in Central Asia. The key difference is due to the variance in geographical position and the absence of geopolitical continuity between these two countries. Based on this, the most important driving forces and goals of this country can be summarized as follows:

With the onset of the war in Ukraine and the sanctions regime against Russia, one of the strategic approaches of the Central Asian countries in the field of foreign policy has shifted towards looking southward and diversifying external policies. Therefore, the development of relations with Afghanistan is seen as part of the foreign policy of these countries. This approach is relevant in political, economic, and geopolitical spheres.

Many analysts believe that Kazakhstan’s approach to Afghanistan depends on the country’s market and economic prospects, with less emphasis on political factors and security issues. Almost all Kazakhstani analysts in their expert opinions over the past year have emphasized that Afghanistan is not considered a serious threat to Kazakhstan.

However, it is not appropriate to view Kazakhstan’s relations with Afghanistan solely through an economic lens, as Kazakhstan’s perspective on the situation in Afghanistan also focuses on political opportunities beyond the economic sphere. Among the two options of severing relations and ignoring or developing informal relations, Kazakhstan has chosen the latter option with a pragmatic approach.

The absence of a direct security threat (lack of a common border and large diasporas or Afghan immigrants) is an important aspect for Kazakhstan and an advantage for interactions with Afghanistan compared to countries like Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. The actual lack of dependency on security factors provides behavioral flexibility in dealing with the Taliban, and this relative advantage can be effective, especially within the framework of mediation plans by the West, Russia, and China.

At the same time, Uzbekistan’s conservatism has prevented it from playing a similar role due to national security considerations. Therefore, there is a likelihood that in the near future, we will see an increase in Kazakhstan’s role compared to Uzbekistan at the international level.

In recent years, Central Asia has become an independent region. The most important characteristic of the countries in this region is regional poles and the dynamic competition between them. In this regard, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are two regional poles, and alongside a high level of cooperation, competitive dynamics are observed, especially in regional trends. This issue is a motive and goal for Kazakhstan in addressing the Afghan issue.

This regional-level competition has manifested itself in interactions with the Taliban and, essentially, in the opportunities for this country to control and restrain their behavior through strategic levers.

Uzbekistan’s dependence on Afghanistan in terms of security, especially in the sphere of water resources due to the construction of the “Koshtepa Canal,” prevents the country from active interaction, and Kazakhstan seeks to fill this vacuum. Moreover, at the international level, especially under the government of K. Tokayev (compared to the image-based approaches of N. Nazarbayev), Kazakhstan needs Afghanistan.

This country has emphasized the importance of food security in Afghanistan more than any other country in the world. Kazakhstan is striving to establish itself as an active country in the humanitarian sphere by providing the main share of food supplies to Afghanistan. Providing over 10,000 tons of humanitarian aid and more than a million tons of food complicates competition with Kazakhstan in this area.

Like Uzbekistan, part of Kazakhstan’s strategic vision regarding Afghanistan pertains to transit and geo-economics as a whole. Kazakhstan supports the “Trans-Afghan Corridor” and views Afghanistan as a potential access point to southern waters. Evidence of this is the participation of Kazakhstani companies in the construction and reconstruction of Afghanistan’s railway infrastructure, as well as a major contract for the sale of locomotives.

However, it remains unclear whether this joint approach of Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and even Turkmenistan can overcome the security situation and risks in Afghanistan. In the context of this issue, it should be noted that Kazakhstan is considered a possible participant in financing this project.

 

Outlook

Currently, Kazakhstan primarily pursues economic goals in Afghanistan, but political aspects are also becoming increasingly noticeable. Unlike Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan does not have significant influence over Afghanistan’s ethnic minorities and is limited in its ability to gather information and take other operational measures. Nevertheless, Kazakhstan has numerous opportunities and advantages at the international level, alongside Afghanistan’s strong dependence on Kazakhstan in the food industry and the lack of leverage the Taliban have over Kazakhstan. If these levers and positions of Astana are strengthened, Kazakhstan will have many components for controlling the behavior of the Taliban.

Focusing on the economic sphere and developing commercial relationships at the present time is a strategic use of levers. At the international level, especially within multilateral political platforms involving major powers, Kazakhstan has more experience and political opportunities than Uzbekistan. Therefore, likely aiming at this advantage, it will attempt to shift the decision-making center for Afghanistan from Tashkent and Samarkand to Astana and Almaty. Naturally, such a process would come at a high cost to Uzbekistan and may call into question many of the political achievements of this country in recent years. Therefore, at a certain level, Kazakhstan’s strategy may lead to a change in Uzbekistan’s behavior. Tashkent’s adoption of a more stringent policy towards the Taliban could be one indication of such a change in behavior.

(1) In fact, Ambassador A. Esengeldiyev was appointed to the position in 2018.

(2) In 2023, the building of the Iranian Embassy was provided to accredited Taliban diplomats, with the mission being led by chargés d’affaires ad interim.

(3) The Trade House of the Republic of Kazakhstan opened in the city of Herat in western Afghanistan.





				

			
					
				
					Taliban and Neighbours: Reality and Expectations

					Reapprochement or De-facto Relations

There has been a notable trend recently in the Taliban’s successful development of cooperation with neighboring countries – seemingly, in contrast to isolation from the West, the Taliban have opted for a new formula, actively seeking to establish ties with the capitals of regional states.

They have thus shifted their foreign policy focus towards the regional segment, where pragmatism rather than ideological and worldview considerations are deemed more important to participants.

While various forms of cooperation with Afghanistan are historically understandable for Iran and Pakistan, the Taliban’s “openness” to broader dialogue, alongside advancing their economic interests, offers the prospect of transforming them from a subregion into a fully-fledged and self-sufficient region within the international relations system for Central Asian republics. Central Asian countries still need to overcome past narratives, develop unified approaches (including through regional formats), and practically demonstrate seeing Afghanistan as a full-fledged partner.

For now, however, regional states are acting intuitively on the Afghan front, without a proper grasp of the strategic depth of the aforementioned perspective, not considering the regional agenda, and trying to gain their benefits in building trade and economic relations with the new Afghan authorities.

Overall, regional players are pursuing different vectors and acting according to circumstances, despite a shared desire to see a stable neighbor in Afghanistan. Islamabad’s primary trigger in its relations with Kabul is the TTP. Tehran aims to protect the Shiite minority and sees it in an inclusive government, but at the same time, it boldly engages in dialogue with the Taliban, including on border security issues. The latter aspect is also relevant for Central Asian republics, although they try to veil it behind trade relations, whose potential, as it turns out, is not as great.

 

Mainstream or Crossing the Threshold

Afghanistan’s neighbors collaborate with de facto authorities to secure their interests, safety, and stability, driven by the unquestionable geo-economic attractiveness of the country. However, mere common interests are insufficient – considering the new geopolitical conditions globally, Afghanistan’s surroundings need to act in a unified paradigm.

Approaching Afghanistan cannot be solely through increasing bilateral trade volumes, as trade itself is not a panacea. The real condition for kickstarting Afghanistan’s economic stabilization can only be strategic infrastructure projects, extensively and beautifully discussed in the region, but which face serious hindrances, primarily the security situation.

Nevertheless, it’s already evident that the regional dimension of the “Afghan issue” is correct. At the very least, the situation within it has become more predictable and stable than previously anticipated.

However, the orientation towards regional countries should not be solely the choice and prerogative of the Islamic Emirate. In response, the region can and should build its own system of coordinated measures and approaches, united by one idea, wherein security aspects, including in the context of infrastructure projects’ prospects in Afghanistan, will not be insignificant.

It is precisely this threshold that regional countries must overcome to demonstrate the competitiveness of the regional format in addressing Afghanistan’s problems and beyond.

 

Revitalization or Focus on Regional Interests

The reality of the modern global economy has seen a shift in the center of gravity from developed to developing countries. As a result of the rapid economic growth of the latter, the world is undergoing a process of restructuring, leading to the emergence of the true role of regional integration partnerships.

Central Asian countries possess the political potential and economic resources to overcome the threshold. The degree of their overall integration allows, at the very least, for the establishment of a common dialogue on the most pressing agenda items – such as issues of joint water usage, energy, infrastructure, and investment projects, as well as the optimization of existing and future transport and logistics corridors.

Afghanistan could become a unifying factor for the countries in the region and serve the interests of regional development. Preconditions for this are already laid out within the framework of Consultative Meetings of the Heads of Central Asian States.

Contemporary realities dictate the region’s necessity for accelerated resolution of existing differences in the vision of intra-regional relations and the creation of a new model, with external support, especially in the context of regional security, which can be provided by organizations like the SCO, OTS, CICA, OIC, CSTO, and the “C5+” formula.

In this context, it’s worth noting that over the past two decades, the SCO has evolved into a key platform for discussing a wide range of issues in the Eurasian space. At present, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization represents a format capable of practically implementing multilateral measures in the sphere of regional security.

Afghanistan holds observer status in the SCO, and its new authorities demonstrate willingness to strengthen their interaction with it.

Afghanistan remains a member of the OTS, within which dialogue can also be realized. This organization is undergoing a transformation process into a fully-fledged regional international organization and is capable of providing flexibility and adaptability to account for changing circumstances and the needs of the parties.

Another unifying regional structure is the Organization of Turkic States. Its increasing role on the international stage is manifested, among other things, in its intention to develop specific mechanisms aimed at preventing the weakening of humanitarian assistance to the Afghan people and addressing acute social problems in the country.

 

Renascence or Inevitability of Unity

The existential need to realize the transit and transport potential of the entire Central Asia region serves as an obvious premise for uniting efforts within the region. In this regard, the question arises once again about the possibility of creating a unifying platform, such as “C5+Afghanistan” (C5+A), where Afghanistan would be the cornerstone of this alliance regardless of the existing political regime there.

The formula “C5+A”, supported by the aforementioned “external supports”, will positively contribute to the process of building Afghanistan as an adequate economic subject, with which one can work within commonly accepted economic standards and formats.

In the short term, the region will need to focus on internal security issues in Afghanistan. In this sphere, it is necessary to guide the Taliban towards the initiation of sustainable and rational dialogue, with the involvement of Iran, Pakistan, and international structures as well. It is important to urge the Emirate to move away from statements about “success in combating terrorism” towards adopting a more transparent position based on the inclusion of regional countries in security dialogue on bilateral and multilateral bases.

Undoubtedly, these steps will ensure the political stability of the Islamic Emirate regime itself. However, it must be understood that solving the pressing issues on the political agenda solely through direct punitive actions (sanctions, restrictions, blockade) is no longer possible. They require peaceful and comprehensive systemic measures, which can be regional mechanisms of assistance rather than coercion.

For the first step, there needs to be an understanding that Afghanistan and Central Asia are inseparably linked in all dimensions. The former can provide an impetus for strengthening integration processes in the region.

Jointly coordinated steps by the five republics on the Afghan track can ultimately serve as the basis for understanding the paths and prospects of their further integration, including the inclusion of Afghanistan in this process.





				

			
					
				
					Regarding the ethnic dimension of Afghanistan

					Recent Afghan history has elevated the “national question” from mundane to having a defining significance for political and social stability in this country, and the discourse around it has taken on a vivid political hue, with the theme of interethnic relations continuing to serve as a source of agitation both around and within Afghanistan.

Against the backdrop of international community demands to ensure inclusive governance, attempts to actualize the idea of federalism have been noted in the public discourse, which, in the view of its few supporters, is almost the only way to ensure long-term peace.

The issue of federalism in Afghanistan is not new and has long been discussed, mostly linked to recent historical events, primarily the civil war that began in 1978 with the “April Revolution”.

Are there historical precedents? The proponents of this concept overly rely on the historical region of Khorasan (encompassing various parts of modern Afghanistan, Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan) and the broader Aryan region (extending to modern-day Pakistan). In our opinion, such a paradigm requires a more scholarly approach and evaluation.

In essence, the emergence of modern borders of Afghanistan, especially in the north with the Central Asian republics and the Durand Line (border with Pakistan), is not linked to natural processes (population settlement, ethno-linguistic identity, geographical factors, historical regions, etc.). These boundaries were formed as a result of the rivalry between two empires – the British and the Russian. Meanwhile, the first Afghan state – the Durrani Empire (18th–19th centuries) – exerted its authority over more extensive territories.

This condition can be considered “historically established”, as well as the fact that modern Afghanistan is the successor of the Ahmad Shah Durrani state. Since then, the central authority (in Kabul and Kandahar) has been maintaining its power with a focus on the diverse ethnic, cultural, and religious composition, but always with an emphasis on Pashtun-centricism. However, separatism has never been characteristic of the northern peoples of Afghanistan.

So far, no modern regime in Afghanistan has succeeded in advancing the idea of “Afghan nationalism”, reflecting the national unity of the country’s people. Populist (yet, of course, very important) slogans about a “united nation” have always emanated from the capital but did not reflect the realities. In the latest republican constitution (2004), it is stated (Article 4) that the Afghan nation consists of “Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turkmens, Baloch, Pashais, Nuristanis, Aimaqs, Arabs, Kyrgyz, Kyzylbash, Gujjars, Brahuis, and other tribes”, and the term “Afghan” applies to every citizen of Afghanistan.

Multinational Afghanistan has shown the resilience of its ethnic groups, but it has not yet been able to demonstrate their synthesis into a society with strong self-identification as the Afghan nation, and the term “Afghan” continues to serve as an exonym, a generalizing name for the residents of Afghanistan.

The main question is how the Taliban will move in this direction under new circumstances, maintaining Pashtun-centric status quo and the traditions of Durrani statehood.

Even the communists were characterized by ethnic discord – the “People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan” (PDPA) initially split into warring factions: Pashtuns united in the “Khalq” faction (translated as “People”), while the other bloc – “Parcham” (“Banner”) – consisted mainly of Tajiks.

After the overthrow of Najibullah’s regime, former allies began a war against each other. The attempt to create a coalition government (inclusive in the modern sense) only led to unprecedented chaos. The Pashtun “Islamic Party of Afghanistan” (“Hezb-e Islami”, Hekmatyar) fought against the Tajik-Uzbek alliance: the “Islamic Society of Afghanistan” (“Jami’at-e Islami”, Massoud, Ismail Khan) and the “National Islamic Movement of Afghanistan” (NIMA, Dostum). Then, Dostum made a truce with Hekmatyar and started a war against Massoud, who was also opposed by the Hazaras. These are just the main points of the civil war. Overall, the situation at that time can be characterized as bellum omnium contra omnes (the war of all against all).

 

While the mujahideen fought for power, a new player emerged – the Taliban, who founded their first Islamic emirate as early as 1996. Non-Pashtuns once again united, reviving the so-called “Northern Alliance” (“United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan”), where the main role was played by the Tajik Ahmad Shah Massoud.

And only the American “Enduring Freedom” allowed former mujahideen to return to life. But for the Afghans themselves, the war against the “students” was just a stage of civil confrontation.

The cabinets of ministers in the transitional and republican periods looked quite ethnically diverse – Pashtun representation averaged 50–60%, representatives of minority nationalities periodically replaced each other in the positions of vice presidents, presidents were Pashtuns (Karzai, Ghani), and the parliament was inclusive. The question in the “center” seemed to have been resolved, but the situation in the provinces remained unchanged.

Despite all this, the Taliban always remained present at the level of their shadow government, de facto controlling entire regions.

One of our Afghan colleagues-experts (Pashtun), characterizing the communist and republican periods in terms of the “national question”, pointed out that this era only intensified interethnic contradictions, and political choices always opened new seasons of struggle for dominance in the ethnically diverse country, gradually disrupting the historical balance between “Pashtuns-non-Pashtuns”, which led to modern realities, in which (as an example of daily life) Pashtuns do not speak Dari, and non-Pashtun minorities do not speak Pashto (don’t want to). In his words, non-Pashtuns truly gained power only with the arrival of the Soviet Union and subsequently established themselves as a political and military force.

Separately, we would like to touch upon the position of the Hazara community in recent Afghan history, which has made its mark on the ethno-political situation in this country and is rightfully considered the most oppressed Afghan ethnic group. For centuries, Hazaras, with their Turkic-Mongolian-Iranian roots and Shiism, have been subjected to tyranny by Pashtuns and other ethnic groups.

The beginning of relatively independent political activity of Hazaras dates back to the 1990s, after the collapse of the communist regime. In addition to dominating certain parts of the capital, they became fully autonomous in Hazarajat and skillfully maneuvered between different forces.

However, their situation qualitatively improved only with the arrival of the Western coalition. A whole layer of Hazara politicians and statesmen emerged. Like never before, Hazaras began to prosper in business.

Afghan territories encompassing the historical region of Hazarajat – about 12% of the country’s territory – are rich in valuable resources, apart from significant hydroelectric potential. These resources include the largest iron deposit, “Hajigak”, as well as deposits of tungsten, tin, zinc, lead, lithium salts, and others. In Bamyan province, the first national park, Band-e Amir, with the country’s only ski resort, is located, along with the world-famous statues of Buddha destroyed by the Taliban. Additionally, Hazara lands are renowned for their agricultural lands, with the Bamyan potato being well-known.

 

Returning to power in 2021, the Taliban halted the bloody civil war that began in the distant 1978. However, they faced a complex set of problems, the cornerstone of which is the “national question”, especially significant beyond Afghanistan. Nevertheless, the reality is that the Taliban will never, under any circumstances, pursue regional autonomy – this fundamentally contradicts the ideals of the “Afghan state”, and the Afghan people’s memories of decades of civil war are still fresh.

We are convinced that Afghanistan, in its current state, is not ready for a federal system; a deep historical analysis is not required for this. The people of this country are much more concerned with overcoming the humanitarian crisis and achieving economic and social recovery than with the ambitions of a small group of politicians.

Our region (and indeed the entire world) needs a stable Afghanistan in every sense, not its “Balkanization”. In turn, the “de facto authorities” have focused on social policy – addressing the needs and aspirations of the common people, attempting to realize the country’s geo-economic potential, and fairly successfully engaging in regional trade and economic cooperation. The calculation is simple – the Emirate government ensures economic stability and fights poverty, increasing the trust of all ethnic groups. This is a kind of “internal jihad” – a struggle against poverty, destruction, and social injustice, unlike the previous factors of national consolidation against foreign threats.

In the realm of domestic politics, the strategy of the Taliban (Pashtun) will primarily be based on consolidating all ethnic groups around them, with Islam as the main tool, supported by assimilation and expansion measures, as practiced by all Pashtun rulers.





				

			
					
				
					The structure of the IEA Government
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At the request of fellow experts, OWF drew up a diagram-structure of the executive branch of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.

We drew attention to the lack of generalized information on the composition of the government of the “de facto authorities” on the Internet, and therefore decided to contribute.

We note the possibility of errors and inaccuracies. If they are found, we ask informed persons to inform them for subsequent adjustments.





				

			
					
				
					The “Afghan Quartet ” received an unexpected expansion

					On January 29th, an intriguing forum took place in Kabul – the Taliban unexpectedly became the organizers of an international event, the “Afghanistan’s Regional Cooperation Initiative” summit. 11 countries participated in the conference. It is noteworthy to mention the level of representation: Russia, China, and Iran sent their special representatives on Afghanistan, while the other countries – Indonesia, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Turkey, and Turkmenistan – were represented by the heads of diplomatic missions.

The absence of representatives from international organizations, primarily the UN through its Mission Assistance to Afghanistan (UNAMA), might be a Taliban reaction to recent UN initiatives (such as the “roadmap” and the appointment of a Special Representative), especially in anticipation of the upcoming meeting in Doha (February 18-19) under the auspices of the UN.

It is presumed that initially, a meeting of the “Regional Contact Group” with the participation of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA, also known as the “Afghan Quartet”: Iran, China, Pakistan, and Russia) was scheduled to take place in Kabul. However, the Taliban evidently played the card of expanding the format at the very last moment, thereby indicating their regional priority.

Interestingly, the signing of the final document did not take place. There is information that it will happen later, after coordination among the countries not included in the “quartet.”

 

Key Theses Presented at the Conference

The agenda of the meeting primarily focused on issues of regional cooperation, including the development of a regionally-oriented concept of relations, investment opportunities in Afghanistan, and collaboration in strengthening Afghan state institutions.

Initiated by the Taliban, non-regional topics were brought up, notably the call to unfreeze the Afghan central bank and the demand for the West to abandon its sanction policy towards Afghanistan.

Pressing international concerns such as human rights and inclusive governance were conspicuously absent from the discussions.

The address by A. Mottaki, Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs for the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA), did not introduce any fundamentally new positions from the Afghan side. The conference platform was used to remind about the negative experiences of foreign intervention and attempts to impose various models on Afghanistan. The stance against the appointment of the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan was reiterated, along with anti-Israeli statements.

The representative of China clarified the country’s position, based on recognizing and supporting Afghanistan’s right to determine its own future and opposing interference in its internal affairs. It was stated that China still believes the United States should take responsibility for the destructive consequences of its two-decade presence in Afghanistan.

Russia’s Special Representative for Afghanistan emphasized the extreme importance of lifting all imposed sanctions on Afghanistan and the immediate unfreezing of its financial assets. These issues will be raised by the Russian side during the upcoming meeting in Doha.

Iran’s Special Envoy highlighted two crucial “development components” for Afghanistan – good neighborliness and “non-discriminatory governance within the country.” The latter is an explicit reference to inclusive governance and the position of Shiites. The thesis “Stable Afghanistan – stable region” was articulated.

The representative of Pakistan considered the establishment of centralized authority and the cessation of violence as the Afghan government’s main achievements. According to him, Afghanistan should realize its potential as a regional hub, and Pakistan hopes for the implementation of projects such as CASA-1000, the Trans-Afghan Railway, and TAPI.

India’s position was described as being based on the development of cooperation with Afghanistan, highlighting various donor projects in the country.

The Turkish envoy emphasized the Afghan people’s right to self-determination and the need for cooperation with the current authorities in Afghanistan.

As we anticipate, despite the Taliban altering the format, members of the “quartet” still had the opportunity to discuss their priority issues during their stay in Kabul, including the purpose of “checking the clock” on the eve of the Doha conference on Afghanistan. Currently, there is no information on whether the Afghan Emirate will participate in it. It is certain that the meeting on January 29 allowed the “quartet” to adjust its position on the UN’s “roadmap,” which largely reflects the stance of the West.

In our view, the Taliban’s “Regional Cooperation Initiative” served as a message to all interested parties and served as the first international platform where the IEA authorities declared their foreign policy priorities, stating their commitment to “independent comprehensive dialogue and cooperation with all states in the region and the world.” This is particularly crucial given the upcoming event in Doha.

Moreover, it is entirely possible that the Taliban, by showcasing their “regional victories,” hope to push the US and its allies towards a more constructive dialogue with them. We earnestly hope that the expected multifaceted cooperation on Afghanistan will not lead to the realization of polarized interests of global powers, a catalyst for which could be the format initiated by the Taliban in the Kabul summit.

Overall, disregarding geopolitical considerations, the “Initiative” creates a positive expert mood in the context of genuine regional interests. As we have mentioned before, Afghanistan is at a juncture in history that provides an opportunity to break free from its historical fate as the “graveyard of empires,” a proxy war zone, and a battleground for various narratives. Instead of the geopolitical ambitions of an era of ideological confrontation, pragmatism should prevail, based on the potential for Afghanistan’s geo-economic development.

The Open World Foundation (OWF) has previously expressed its opinion that the current authorities in Afghanistan need to be given the opportunity to implement a long-term economic strategy, in the development of which the region and the international community will participate. In this regard, the formulation of a clear and coherent Afghan position regarding regional policy is the first step toward a promising future.





				

			
					
				
					Afghanistan – an indicator of stability in the region

					Another publication from the Iranian Institute for East Strategic Studies, in which the factors that led to the rise of the Taliban to power, as well as the conditions for its preservation, are analyzed.

The position of the “Open World” may not necessarily align with the views of the authors of these publications. We welcome any proposals and are open to collaboration. To contact the editorial team, please use the feedback option.

The notable aspect is the reference by the Iranian expert to the “Pashtun factor” – a determinant of the essence of the Taliban, always having social-historical significance for Afghanistan. Most political experts avoid this question (or approach it superficially), without delving into the historical background, and the “national question” is considered only in the context of the theme of inclusive governance.

It is not irrelevant to remind that the ethnonym “Afghan” historically applied only to Pashtuns, and only in the second half of the 20th century did it begin to be used to denote all residents of the multinational country.

The author concludes that the advent of the Taliban is an objective stage in history, a kind of Pashtun revenge, seeking to reclaim the dominant role in Afghan statehood.

The Iranian expert also introduces the “Pashtun factor” as one of the main reasons for the defeat of ISIS in Afghanistan – the Islamic Empire (caliphate) fundamentally contradicts the “mission” of the Pashtun.

 

Special attention is focused on the role of the regional environment of Afghanistan in the political stabilization of the Taliban regime. As we correctly understand the expert, the countries in the region did not see the Taliban as a “harbinger of instability” and, in this regard, began to build relations with them. Here, there is also an allusion to the geopolitical aspect – in other words, Afghanistan under foreign influence will always pose a threat to the countries in the region.

 

Terms of establishment and preservation of Taliban power in Afghanistan and future development prospects of the situation.

link to the article

 

Introduction

The fall of the republican system in Afghanistan and the subsequent victory of the Taliban Movement are significant events with consequences at the Afghan, regional, and international levels.

The security situation played an undisputed role in the Taliban’s victory in Afghanistan. Additionally, issues of interaction and other political variables at regional and international levels, which the republican system struggled to handle or remain immune to, were also significant factors. In such a situation, the victory of the Taliban became rapid and inevitable.

After the fall of the republic and the establishment of their dominance, the Movement was not prepared for state governance in terms of lacking necessary political and managerial skills. Militarily, Taliban militants had no experience with national institutions such as the army and law enforcement agencies.

In this sense, the stability of the Taliban seemed precarious and uncertain, with some experts predicting their short-lived stay in power. However, contrary to expectations, the consolidation of the Taliban in Afghanistan progressed rapidly, and to some extent, their position even stabilized.

 

	 Factors of establishing Taliban rule


After more than two years of Taliban rule, many hypotheses and forecasts proved to be unfounded, while the determining role of certain conditions was demonstrated.

Several aspects continue to play a role:

 

	 Resolution of intra-group disagreements


At the initial stage of the Taliban’s return, opponents and some analysts predicted serious disagreements among different factions of the regime during the distribution of power and division of political authority.

On the other hand, it was clear that the Taliban were following the path of the leaders of the Afghan mujahideen of the 1970s, adopting the model of internal inter-group disagreements. Despite the differences in the demands of each era and its people, as well as the unique variables of each political development, this factor could have led to the disintegration of the Taliban. While disagreements among various Taliban groups cannot be completely denied, it is also essential not to disregard the fact that studying the experience of inter-group disputes in the 1970s contributed to the stabilization of the Taliban as a political regime from 2021 to the present. From this perspective, a common belief emerged among the group and its supporters, reflected in the public statements of leaders and the opinions of ordinary citizens. It goes something like this: “The mujahideen split and were destroyed in the seventies. We do not differ in opinions to avoid being destroyed”.

In this regard, it can be stated that one of the most fundamental factors in stabilizing the Taliban regime is maintaining unity and preventing intra-factional disagreements.

 

	 Achievement of relative security


Research results indicate the weariness of broad segments of the Afghan population and their aversion to war and violence.

Public opinion is centered around previous hopes that the republican system and international support would lead to the establishment of security in Afghanistan, but this did not materialize.

On the contrary, the Taliban government, despite imposing restrictions on public freedoms, managed to ensure public safety in the country. This not only boosted the confidence of the Taliban but also garnered public support, positively impacting the consolidation of their political influence.

 

	 Tribal support


In Afghanistan, the correct ethnic policy plays a decisive role. Research and experience clearly show that political power in Afghanistan carries an ethnic character.

Since 1944, coinciding with the rise of nationalist ideas in the region, including Pan-Turkism in Turkey, the previous Afghan rulers attempted to strengthen policies regarding nationalities.

This policy led to significant ethnic disagreements in Afghanistan but created a unique form of unity between the ruling power and the Pashtun people. That’s why the entire period of Zahir Shah and Daoud Khan’s rule is considered a time of absolute political power for the Pashtun people, and the events of the last 50 years, especially the two decades of the republican system, are seen as the decline of Pashtun political power.

The fact that representatives of the younger generation and secular Pashtun intellectuals support the Taliban government is based on nostalgia for the absolute sovereignty of the Pashtuns during the eras of Nadir Shah, Zahir Shah, and Daoud Khan. The Pashtun elite views the Taliban as a means of reviving the absolute and historical power of the Pashtuns.

Mentioning this issue is not just a historical reminder or an expression of a theoretical problem; it is a key factor in the development of events in the last three decades and an effective factor in stabilizing Taliban rule.

For example, in the 1990s, Burhanuddin Rabbani’s government was considered by Pashtun elites as a deviation from history and a transition of political power from Pashtuns to Tajiks. The ignition of civil war between Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, the leader of “Hezb-e Islami” (Islamic Party of Afghanistan), and “Jamiat-e Islami” (Islamic Society of Afghanistan, B. Rabbani) was also connected to this issue.

For this reason, Burhanuddin Rabbani’s government lacked support among traditional Pashtuns of Afghanistan, who could defend it. Hence, the Taliban Movement emerged from among Pashtun villagers in remote areas of Afghanistan and overthrew Rabbani’s government.

During the rule of Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani, due to the principle of political participation of various ethnic groups in the republican system, political power was relatively distributed, and the absolute power of the Pashtuns was lost. Consequently, this system was incompatible with the nostalgic sentiment and historical memory of the Pashtuns about the era of Zahir Shah, and for this reason, Pashtun tribes in the south and east of Afghanistan did not support the republican system. Finally, with the fall of the republican system, they established an authoritarian Pashtun government without the participation of other ethnic groups and religions.

A crucial point is that the authoritarian Pashtun government not only has no enemies and opponents in tribal territories under federal jurisdiction (evidently the Tribal Territory of Federal Administration in Pakistan, editor’s note), as was the case in the last three decades, but also has strategic support among them. Emphasizing this point is crucial for understanding current and future events in Afghanistan.

The reason why the ISIS group could not take root in these Pashtun rural areas, as the Taliban Movement did, lies precisely in the Pashtuns’ views on power and their understanding of political authority.

According to Pashtuns, the Taliban government gives them absolute power and strengthens the dominant role of this ethnic group, but the ISIS caliphate can digest and absorb their absolute power into another Islamic empire.

Thus, one of the stabilizing factors of current power in Afghanistan is the Pashtun support for the Taliban government.

 

	 Weakness of political and military opponents of the Taliban


At the beginning of the Taliban’s rule, the possibility of forming a strong military resistance front, similar to Ahmad Shah Massoud’s resistance in the Panjshir mountains and northern Afghanistan, was highly probable, which could have questioned the establishment of Taliban rule. However, time revealed that many former mujahideen leaders lost their positions and authority. As the chances of political opponents of the Taliban coming to power and succeeding weakened each day, the possibility of consolidating the authority and rule of the Taliban in the public opinion of Afghanistan increased.

On the other hand, the strengthening of the Khorasan group of the “Islamic State” in Afghanistan was also considered a serious obstacle to the Taliban, but, since ISIS does not belong to the ethnic and indigenous groups of Afghanistan, the Taliban found it easy to halt the growth and spread of this group among tribes. Although both ISIS and pockets of Taliban resistance have not completely disappeared, in the current situation, they are unable to pose a serious threat to the stability of Taliban rule.

 

	 Compliance with regional interests


The first arrival of the Taliban led to their military dominance in Afghanistan but did not signify political governance of the country. This was because, apart from Pakistan, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia, no other country recognized the political sovereignty of the Taliban.

However, after the withdrawal of the USA, the countries in the region collectively engaged with the Taliban government, entering into political relations with the administration in Kabul as the de facto government. Even China officially sent its ambassador to Kabul and accepted the Taliban ambassador.

From this perspective, one of the factors that played a very serious role in the establishment of the Taliban was regional interaction. Political power and sovereignty are bilateral matters, and besides the confidence and necessary authority to assert new power, the acceptance and recognition of actions or declarations by other countries are required. For this reason, states of this kind have no chance of achieving sovereignty without the interaction of regional countries, even with full control over the capital of the country.

This regional approach, on the one hand, contributed to the political stability of the Taliban, and on the other hand, opponents of the Taliban, mainly remnants of the former Afghan regime, did not find fertile ground to resist the Taliban.

From this perspective, the Taliban government owes much to the communication policy of regional countries and Afghanistan’s neighbors.

The main reason why regional countries, especially America’s competitors in the region, established interactive relations with the Taliban government is that the Taliban refused to play the role of an agent of instability against the countries of the region. Experience has shown that whenever the territory of Afghanistan becomes a threat to the security of regional countries, either from the ruling state or due to the presence of a foreign state, regional countries contemplate a new alternative for governing Kabul.

Most likely, the Taliban considered this historical rule in their political assessment. In any case, the comprehensive interaction of regional countries and neighbors of Afghanistan with the Taliban played a key role in stabilizing and establishing Taliban rule.

 

	 Conditions for maintaining power


The consolidation of power by the Taliban in Afghanistan does not imply a continuation of Taliban rule. The republican system in Afghanistan was legally established and had the necessary structural foundation. However, the officially established system of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan did not endure. From this perspective, in addition to stabilizing factors, the Taliban government urgently needs conditions that will pave the way for its survival. Three important aspects will help the Taliban maintain power in Afghanistan in the near future:

 

	 Policy of true neutrality


The first threat to the stability and continuity of the Taliban government is the struggle between world powers. Historical experience shows that Afghanistan has played the role of a buffer or isolator between competing players at the international level since ancient times.

Countries like Afghanistan usually become sites of conflicts and wars when they either agree to host one of the competing powers on their territory or when one of them forcibly occupies the territory, turning it into a watchtower to observe the activities of neighboring and competing countries. The occupation of Afghanistan by the former Soviet Union and later by the United States are two real examples of this judgment.

Although Afghanistan largely no longer plays the role of a buffer in the great games of the colonial period, it is still at risk of becoming a battleground for competing powers. The reason for this threat is that in the post-colonial era and during the arms race, major powers need a “battlefield” for any reason. In this situation, countries and governments with weak governance and internal conflicts, so-called “bankrupt governments”, are usually viewed as a battleground for major rivals.

The facts show that even with the new Taliban government, Afghanistan is still considered a bankrupt country in every sense, and the risk of it becoming a field of competitive struggle still exists. To avoid this scenario, the Taliban government must adopt two strategies.

Firstly, it should adhere to a regime of “relative neutrality” in the major global confrontation, as in the times of Zahir Shah since Afghanistan is not economically capable of pursuing a “policy of complete neutrality”.

Secondly, Afghanistan takes measures towards relative neutrality while very gently integrating into the regional order, adopting economic diplomacy.

Although the choice and implementation of these two strategies are a very complex task, it is a vital and necessary moment for the salvation of Afghanistan and the survival of the Taliban government. If the current authorities can implement this strategy successfully, they will undoubtedly ensure its continuity.

 

	 Formation of an inclusive government


The second issue that could potentially threaten the existence of the Taliban political regime is the monopoly of power or the lack of distribution of authoritative powers. In political philosophy theory, the nature of power is such that its concentration and monopoly, even if aimed at its protection, still lead to its downfall.

Moreover, post-jihadist Afghanistan has its factors, according to which the monopoly of power and the absence of its distribution between the government and internal actors lead to these actors not being absorbed into the new political structure and surviving in the shadow of some countries opposing the Taliban, remaining as a lever of pressure and/or alternative force to the Taliban.

These reserve forces can become a serious obstacle to the existence of the Taliban at the right moment, as seen in the current government, which is also a result of such a process. From this perspective, if the Taliban government can, with a realistic assessment, provide a basis for the relative distribution of political power with significant participation from all the various ethnic groups and confessions of Afghanistan, it will undoubtedly eliminate major obstacles and create conditions for its continued rule.

 

	 Ensuring Justice and Social Well-being


Unlike developed countries, Afghanistan is a traditional and closed country. Many laws from the past are still preserved. Governments that exercise coercive power usually employ special methods for their legitimacy and survival.

For example, Amanullah Khan, who did not become the heir to his father and was even accused of his murder, prioritized the independence of Afghanistan and engaged public opinion to support his government for legitimacy. Habibullah Khan II (Habibullah Kalakani, a Tajik known as Bacha-ye Saqao, Persian for “son of the water carrier”), in collaboration with the English, toppled Amanullah Khan’s modernist government, and to maintain legitimacy and preserve his government, he labeled Amanullah Khan as “unfaithful”. Assuming the title “servant of the religion of the Messenger of Allah”, he revoked all the laws and civil reforms of Amanullah and even closed schools, opposed girls’ education, read Sharia laws, and prohibited them from studying.

As Habibullah Kalakani was the only person not belonging to the Pashtun ethnic group, the Pashtun elite considered this as the destruction of all of Afghanistan. For this reason, after the forcible takeover of power, Nadir Shah, with the aim of gaining legitimacy and rallying the public opinion of Pashtun tribes in his favor, raised the idea of “Saving Afghanistan” and called himself the “Savior of Afghanistan”. The names of many memorable days and national institutions began to be used with the addition of the word “Najat” (Persian for “salvation”), and historical and royal holidays became “holidays of national salvation” in Afghanistan.

 

These historical moments were mentioned in connection with the fact that traditional models are still relevant and crucial in Afghanistan. It is for this reason that the “National Council” (National Assembly of Afghanistan, a bicameral parliament) as a legal institution failed to achieve the role and position of the traditional “Loya Jirga” (“Grand Council”, an all-Afghan council of elders).

Following historical examples, the Taliban government, taking control of Afghanistan, to ensure its legitimacy and maintain power after the overthrow of the Western system and democracy in Afghanistan, took up “Sharia governance” with the aim of uniting public opinion. The people of Afghanistan are devout and religious, and Afghan society itself is one of the most religious in the region. Therefore, Afghanistan does not face a serious threat of atheism, as in the 1970s during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and Marxist thought. Thus, the rigid idea of “Sharia” can mobilize and attract public opinion.

From this perspective, today, two national problems can be identified in Afghanistan – “injustice and poverty”. Therefore, if the Taliban can take on the task of “ensuring social justice” and “fighting poverty” and sincerely seek and implement this throughout society, it will unite public opinion and gain support for its government.

A society suffering from injustice and absolute poverty will undoubtedly support a government that honestly works towards ensuring social justice and fighting poverty.

 

Conclusion

The reality is that the people of Afghanistan are tired and harbor hatred for war and conflicts. To a greater extent, the presence of social and psychological problems among Afghans is related to the establishment of Taliban rule and the absence of political opponents. Another fact is that the people of Afghanistan are so entrenched in poverty and suffering that they think more about “work and food” than democratic ideas and values.

In such a situation, if the Taliban government can provide people with employment and sustenance with relative justice, it will be known as the only government of “justice and prosperity” among all dynasties in the history of Afghanistan. In the medium term, the majority of the population in Afghanistan will support the preservation of this system, and another part will not have significant motivation for resistance. This fact will not allow active presence of anti-Taliban opposition in the country.





				

			
					
				
					“Afghanistan: Crossroads of Geopolitical Disputes”

					The Significance of Afghanistan as a Transit Hub for Central Asia

Throughout its history, Afghanistan has been a vital corridor for trade between the West and the East, the North and the South. Afghanistan is strategically positioned at the convergence point of four of the world’s most densely populated and resource-rich regions: South Asia, Central Asia, the Middle East, and the Far East.

Thanks to its geographical location, Afghanistan has been a site of immense wealth and prosperity and, up until the 16th century, was considered the heart of Central Asia. It intersected ancient trade routes known as the Great Silk Road, connecting Asia to the rest of the world. Some routes led eastward to China, some northward to the cities of Bukhara, Samarkand, and Khiva, and then into the nomadic steppe. Others headed southeast to India, westward to Iran, and then flowed into the Mediterranean Sea and Europe. Any trade conducted along these routes passed through Afghanistan. Its cities were strategically positioned along these vital trade routes, reaping substantial benefits as centers of commercial exchange.

Since the 19th century, Afghanistan and its neighboring countries have become a zone of global competition. In this territory, colonial powers and ideological blocs engaged in the so-called “Great Game”. Intense rivalry still persists.

Currently, Afghanistan is strengthening its role as a key transit point. Above all, transport connectivity, as a means of enhancing stability in Afghanistan, is gaining significance for Central Asian countries, partly due to China’s strategic project, the “Belt and Road Initiative.”

As a regional land bridge, Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in shaping the prospects of fair trade between Central and South Asia, potentially ushering in new models of transit trade in the region. The changes in the global economy, trade, and commodity markets over the past decades elevate the strategic importance of Afghanistan’s territory to a level previously unseen in international economic relations.

Compared to other alternative routes, Afghanistan offers the shortest and most cost-effective routes for highways, railways, pipelines, and power transmission lines between Central and South Asia. This should be regarded as a significant opportunity for the countries in the region to strengthen their political and economic relationships, which can have a substantial impact on ensuring security in Afghanistan based on mutual economic interests. In the coming decades, Afghanistan could hold a crucial role in the Eurasian continental trade network as a central connecting and transit hub.

Past Afghan leaders, the private sector, and foreign donors have all worked towards restoring Afghanistan’s historical status as a regional trade and transit hub. The changed political circumstances since 2021 have once again provided Afghanistan with an opportunity to strengthen regional ties by expanding trade and implementing other forms of constructive bilateral and multilateral cooperation.

The current situation around Afghanistan is favorable in many aspects, particularly in the energy sector. Central Asia is rich in energy resources, while South Asia faces a shortage. Central Asian republics have an excess of gas and energy resources, requiring a market for their sale. The South Asian energy market is desirable for Central Asian republics due to the growing demand for gas and electricity in Pakistan and India, driven by dynamic population growth and geographical proximity. Thus, Afghanistan provides a unique overland corridor for the trade and transit of energy resources from Central Asia to the South, which no other country can offer. The advantageous significance of transporting energy resources has been recognized by previous and current Afghan governments, regional countries, and international organizations.

At the same time, Afghanistan’s geographical location is crucial for regional integration and interconnectedness, yet it is not a panacea in itself. Creating conditions that enable regional cooperation is considered critically important in this case. Issues such as border security, infrastructure deficits, and the lack of bilateral and multilateral agreements to regulate cross-border trade and transportation diminish Afghanistan’s chances of achieving ambitious goals.

However, in 2024, it can be argued that formulating a policy based on a collaborative approach at regional and international levels to overcome these interrelated negative trends is a significant step towards ensuring Afghanistan’s transit potential and maintaining its political, economic, and social integrity. Due to changing political and economic events and improvements in the security situation, Afghanistan is once again becoming a focal point of interest for the region and the world. Over the past year, the de facto authorities in Afghanistan have focused on strengthening regional cooperation, attempting to address issues, and create opportunities through the implementation of promising regional and transregional transit-transport initiatives. The Taliban has intensified a significant portion of its efforts to strengthen, expand, and intensify regional ties, especially in the economic sphere.

Demonstrating Afghanistan’s geo-economic role forms the basis of the de facto government’s regional policy, and the country may soon become the subject of bilateral and multilateral relations with most countries in the region. This will not only benefit a large part of the population economically and humanitarianly but will also revitalize and strengthen historical and cultural ties among the people of the region more than ever before, playing a key role in promoting and accelerating the emergence of a strong Asia in terms of economic prospects. As Afghanistan and the Central Asian countries lack access to the sea, creating a transit hub is vitally important for the region to gain access to regional and international trade markets.

As efforts to expand economic cooperation in the region intensify, Afghanistan’s role as the shortest and least costly link between the two regions will become increasingly prominent. Consequently, one of the most fundamental arguments for developing transit potential is the restoration of this country’s traditional significance as a connecting link between the two regions.

Countries in South Asia form a common market with a population of nearly 2 billion people and suffer from an energy deficit. This problem can be addressed through TAPI, which will become a key integration project, allowing the transportation of gas from Turkmenistan through Afghanistan to Pakistan and India. Approximately 800 kilometers of the pipeline will traverse Afghanistan, passing through the provinces of Herat, Farah, Nimroz, Helmand, and Kandahar. In Afghanistan, the TAPI pipeline will be constructed alongside the Kandahar-Herat highway in western Afghanistan, and then through Quetta and Multan in Pakistan. The pipeline’s final destination will be the Indian city of Fazilka, near the Pakistan border. It is expected that Afghanistan will receive up to $500 million annually from this project in the form of duties, and the Taliban is ready to take responsibility for Afghanistan’s commitments to the project.

Officials from TAPI member states, including the Islamic Emirate, see this as more than just a project and believe that comprehensive partnership will lead Afghanistan and the region to prosperity, expanded cooperation, and socio-economic development in Central and South Asia. The TAPI gas pipeline will bring significant benefits to the region and its four member countries, especially Afghanistan, in terms of economics, security, social and cultural life. On the other hand, this project contributes to economic growth, increased purchasing power, reduced unemployment and poverty, lower gas prices nationwide, and stabilizes Afghanistan’s overall economic and strategic position.

The “Central Asia – South Asia (CASA-1000)” project, which involves transmitting electricity from Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to Afghanistan and Pakistan over a distance of 1250 kilometers, holds great importance in the transit of electricity. Within the initiative, new power transmission lines will be laid in these countries.

The expansion of economic cooperation between Central and South Asia also heavily relies on land transportation. Afghanistan, as the shortest route between the two regions, is considered a key participant in the formation of international multimodal corridors. Automobile routes between Central and South Asia through Afghanistan can significantly reduce transportation time and costs, leading to increased trade between the two regions. Considering the economic impact of potential railway routes connecting Central and South Asian countries through Afghanistan, the benefits of land transportation between the two regions will be much higher.

In the context of growing shipments on the “East-West” and “North-South” routes, international transport routes become particularly important for the development of Afghanistan and Central Asian countries, namely the “Lapis Lazuli Corridor,” the “China-Pakistan Economic Corridor,” the “Middle Corridor” project, the multimodal international transport corridor “North – South,” and the “Trans-Afghan Transport Corridor”.

Considering the benefits that all these projects will bring to Central Asia, it can be argued that the primary opportunity will be to gain crucial access to the World Ocean, allowing the overcoming of a significant obstacle for accessing other markets.

In summary, it is worth noting that the most significant challenge for both Afghanistan and the countries in the region remains the geopolitical situation.

Firstly, there are obstacles to establishing regional connections through Afghanistan due to the state having endured over four decades of war, with its destructive consequences still influencing the country. The prolonged proxy wars in Afghanistan have led to serious systemic deficiencies in governance and the economy.

Secondly, the previous Afghan authorities have failed to develop a sustainable strategy over the years, ensuring the country’s economic self-sufficiency. Afghanistan now struggles with dependence on foreign aid. Funding for transit projects through Afghanistan is quite expensive, and their implementation depends on the positions of other countries. Ongoing financial support of the humanitarian dimension is crucial to overcoming Afghanistan’s economic challenges. At the same time, international donor assistance is gradually decreasing and faces increasing criticism from civil society.

Thirdly, border tensions, legal instability, and poverty are among the current major obstacles. Afghanistan, due to its unique geopolitical position, has long been considered a point of conflict for the interests of regional and transregional countries, significantly impacting the overall situation. As a result, Afghanistan has become a victim of regional and global competition among powerful states, creating substantial problems. Today, factors of social, economic, border, and territorial tensions are being exploited by certain actors to maintain Afghanistan’s instability, providing them the opportunity to intervene and pursue their interests.

Overall, it is advisable for the country’s government to develop a long-term economic strategy aligned with its needs and capabilities to optimally utilize regional opportunities for enhancing and strengthening regional transit cooperation. At the very least, a plan outlining the country’s relations with its immediate neighbors and regional organizations over three temporal periods – short-term, medium-term, and long-term – is needed.

Simultaneously, the lack of international legitimacy for the Afghan government hinders regional countries from developing much-needed, independent long-term economic strategies and policies regarding Afghanistan to balance the interests of competing countries within and beyond the region. Years of tension, political disputes, hostility, and conflicts in the region have proven that the destinies of neighboring countries are interconnected, and challenges in one country can have detrimental consequences for others.

Afghanistan is a country with enormous potential in terms of strategic geographical location, natural resources, and a young demographic. The de facto authorities in Afghanistan need to articulate a clear position on regional policy, conclude interstate agreements to maintain economic stability, a crucial step towards developing the transit-transport potential that significantly influences Central Asian countries.

The commitment of the Taliban and the governments of other neighboring countries to the common goal of creating transit routes in the region would mean that Afghanistan’s strategic geographical position, as a crossroads in Asia, will bring mutually beneficial advantages to the country and the region. However, the influence of foreign countries, including Afghanistan’s neighbors, may also contribute to maintaining long-term negative trends and obstruct the achievement of economic growth goals aimed at establishing transit connections.

All these factors require coordinated efforts from countries at regional and international levels, based on a pragmatic approach to shift the “Great Game” towards the interests of the region.





				

			
					
				
					Balochistan – a delayed-action mine

					The exchange of missile strikes between Iran and Pakistan over positions of terrorists in Balochistan, a historical region divided between Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan, has significantly heated up the information field.

Spoiler: “Open World” pays attention to this issue, clearly not affecting the interests of Central Asia, due to our deep conviction that Pakistan and Iran can become the main guarantors of security in Afghanistan.

The Iranians targeted the group “Jaish ul-Adl” (“Army of Justice”), referred to as “Iranian terrorists in Pakistan.” In turn, the IRP army struck “militarized Baloch groups” – the “Balochistan Liberation Army” and the “Baloch Liberation Front,” whose positions are on Iranian territory.

Observers immediately began to speculate that the strikes on “Baloch brands” are a coordinated measure between Islamabad and Tehran. The initial intensity quickly began to decrease, followed by diplomatic pleasantries and assurances that the parties respect each other’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, fueling intrigue about “secret agreements.”

The parties indeed have prerequisites for joint action on the “Baloch front.” Not all observers remember that in the 1970s, during another military conflict between Baloch separatists and the Pakistani army, Iranian Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi supported the military operation conducted by Islamabad. According to some reports, Iran handed over several dozen attack helicopters and $200 million in aid to Pakistan, and, according to others, Iranian units also participated in operations on IRP territory.

Overall, the current security relations between the countries look fairly positive (manifested in joint naval exercises, cooperation in the fight against drugs, and more) and trace their roots not only to a common understanding of the “Baloch problem” but also to mutual support in the war for Bangladesh’s independence and the Iran-Iraq armed conflict. This can also include “solidarity” in aiding Afghan mujahideen during the Soviet presence in Afghanistan.

However, considering the objective situation in the complex global relations in the region, we have doubts about the possibility of creating an Iran-Pakistan “anti-Baloch cartel,” at least at the present moment.

The two Islamic republics, despite a trend towards rapprochement, still have complex and contradictory bilateral relations. This is primarily related to geopolitical factors. Pakistan, by the definition of the United States, still falls into the category of “Major non-NATO ally” (the only one in South Asia) with all the implications that come with it. The state of Pakistan-India relations and the IRP’s strategic cooperation with China cast a certain negative shadow on its relations with the United States, but it is still too early to talk about a fundamental revision of the dialogue between Islamabad and Washington.

The Sunni factor and Islamabad’s close relations with Riyadh, as well as the situation of Shiites in Pakistan, also play a significant role.

Additionally, it is worth noting that Pakistan is a member of the military bloc “Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition” (IMCTC), while Iran is not part of it. Although the organization may appear sluggish, participation in it carries certain obligations. It’s worth mentioning that the coalition’s Chief of Staff since 2017 is Pakistani General Raheel Sharif.

Unfortunately, there is no information on the specific targets hit by the Iranian strikes, but it seems crucial for Iran to strike against “Jaish ul-Adl,” especially given their recent terrorist activities. In turn, the Pakistanis followed the principle of “an eye for an eye.”

Iranian intelligence services, evidently, acted based on specific intelligence.

In any case, we hope that the tensions of January will be quickly forgotten, and the incident will push the parties towards pragmatism and the start of a dialogue, including involving Afghanistan.

We would like to believe that agreements can be reached—they could serve as evidence that, despite existing contradictions, Iran and Pakistan are capable of addressing other pressing issues. Primarily, this concerns the security situation in neighboring Afghanistan, particularly the terrorist activities of ISIS-K and other smaller terror groups.

Pakistan and Iran play an exceptional and unique role in the Afghan peace process. These two countries have a defining influence on security in Afghanistan and historically are the most integrated into Afghan issues at the level of political and ethno-cultural conflicts, connected to their neighbor by civilizational and socio-cultural ties. Therefore, their positions and coordinated practical steps will significantly shape the prospects for stability in Afghanistan.

An approach based on integrating Kabul into the Iran-Pakistan security dialogue, as we see it, would be supported by all regional powers and countries interested in an economically prosperous Afghanistan. It is worth noting that Kabul and Tehran are already sending positive signals after the attack in Kerman and periodic terrorist activities in Afghanistan, adding relevance to regional meetings on the security situation in Afghanistan.

For instance, the Taliban has already expressed readiness to hold a meeting with special representatives of the regional countries in Kabul. The Iranian ambassador in Kabul has accepted the proposal. There is information about the establishment of an information exchange center on security between Iran and Afghanistan.





				

			
					
				
					The Role of Central Asia in the Economic Policy of the Taliban Government

					We continue to acquaint readers with foreign materials on the topic of ‘Central Asia – Afghanistan,’ which, in our opinion, deserve expert attention.

This time, we introduce the perspective of the Iranian Institute for East Strategic Studies on the issues of the Central Asian vector in the foreign policy of the de facto authorities of Afghanistan.

The author presents the choice between South Asia and Central Asia as a dilemma for Afghanistan. The reason for this choice is to reduce Afghanistan’s dependence on Pakistan. In conclusion, the author emphasizes the need for a regional approach, taking into account the interests of regional countries while adhering to the principle of impartiality and avoiding conflicts with neighbors, which will allow achieving maximum benefits from an economically oriented foreign policy.

We fully agree with the author’s conclusions but question why such a paradigm is being built based on the opposition of two different regions. Questions such as whether Central Asia has the potential to become an alternative to Pakistan, in our view, are inappropriate, especially considering the principle of value neutrality. The author’s theses are largely based on evaluative judgments and do not reflect the spirit of building harmonious relations in the region, which is in great need of peace, stability, and robust economic cooperation.

In our view, two Asian regions (Central and South) cannot be considered as possible alternatives for Afghanistan, even within the framework of the conclusion on the need for a regional approach.

We are convinced that the Central Asian countries have no need to compete with Pakistan. On the contrary, our region is extremely interested in expanding economic ties with the South Asian zone, and Afghanistan can help us in this – hence the concept of a ‘bridge between Central Asia and South Asia.’

The article objectively and rationally assesses the essence of Afghan-Pakistani relations in the context of the Durand Line and security aspects. The expert does not focus on the latter (security is not the main theme of the material), but a broader understanding of this sphere will provide insight into the depth of existing contradictions. The Durand Line and the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) are just surface-level problems, while the roots lie in historical preconditions. In addition, local experts are reluctant to talk about another ‘territorial issue’ – Baluchistan, another headache for Islamabad and Tehran. Later, we plan to dedicate a series of articles to this block of questions. We have also featured assessments from one of the experts in our Telegram channel.

In this context, we agree with the author’s point of view that Pakistan always adheres to a policy of weakening and dependence on Afghanistan.”

 

Afghanistan’s New Approach in Regional Politics. 

The Role of Central Asia in the Economic Policy of the Taliban Government

Author: Mirahmad Mashal, Master of International Relations

The emphasis on security, relevant during Hamid Karzai’s era, was officially replaced by an economically oriented foreign policy under Ashraf Ghani. One of the key elements of this approach was the reduction of economic interaction with South Asia, especially with Pakistan, which was considered a crisis-prone region. Simultaneously, there was an increase in economic ties with Central Asia, seen as a more stable and partially less dangerous region. The aim of this approach was to decrease Afghanistan’s dependency on Pakistan in security matters.

 

Introduction

Despite previous support from Pakistan, the Taliban, upon coming to power, shifted their foreign policy focus towards an economically oriented approach, distancing themselves from Pakistan and approaching Central Asia.

Afghanistan holds a unique geographic position, bordered by the arid region of Central Asia to the north, South Asia (including neighboring Pakistan) to the south, China to the east (Xinjiang’s mountainous region), and Iran to the west. Despite mutual interdependence in political, security, economic, and even social spheres with its surrounding regions, Afghanistan maintained close ties with the South Asian region for several decades. This was due to Afghanistan being drawn into complex processes in the turbulent South Asia and strengthening economic connections with this region. In other words, Afghanistan, by adopting a security-oriented approach, found itself entangled in crises in the region, leading to unfavorable conditions, primarily a challenging economic situation.

Hamid Karzai’s security-focused orientation was replaced by a foreign policy based on economic relations under Ashraf Ghani. Key characteristics of this approach included reducing economic interactions with South Asia, especially crisis-prone Pakistan, and increasing economic ties with Central Asia—a region perceived as calmer, albeit somewhat unstable. The primary objective of this policy was to lessen Afghanistan’s economic dependence on Pakistan, directly impacting Afghanistan’s security. This fact remains relevant.

After the fall of the republican regime and the Taliban’s rise to power, a new economic paradigm in Afghanistan’s foreign policy becomes more evident. Despite having received support from Pakistan during their struggle against the U.S. and the republican government, the Taliban, akin to the Ashraf Ghani period, prioritize economic closeness with Central Asia in their foreign policy to distance themselves from Pakistan. This raises the question of to what extent Central Asia can serve as a suitable alternative. In other words, can Central Asia make Afghanistan less dependent on Pakistan?

 

Inevitability of Afghanistan’s Orientation towards South Asia in Security Matters

The question arises: why does Afghanistan need to reduce economic ties with South Asia, despite its economic advantages? The answer may be that Afghanistan is so interconnected with this region in terms of security that avoiding it is quite challenging. Afghanistan cannot avoid its ties with South Asia for two reasons.

Firstly, it is the Durand Line issue—a problem that no Afghan government has been able to solve and has been a source of disagreements and crises since the formation of Pakistan, creating mutual security problems for both countries.

The second reason is that Afghanistan is compelled to compete with Pakistan and choose a policy of alignment with India, as observed in the country’s behavior over the past few decades. Despite the Pakistani calculation that the Durand Line issue and the inclination towards India would be eliminated from the Taliban government’s agenda, recent developments indicate that the Taliban government, at least regarding the Durand Line issue, relies on approaches of previous regimes. Moreover, it seems unlikely that the Taliban government will use India as a tool against Pakistan in the future. In this context, regardless of the regime in Afghanistan, the country’s interaction with South Asia is inevitable. Economic relations and Afghanistan’s need for Pakistan have always served as leverage against the Pakistani side. Therefore, Kabul is forced to contemplate this issue.

 

Central Asia as an Alternative to South Asia

The South Asian region provides significant economic benefits for Afghanistan. This densely populated region offers three main advantages.

Firstly, South Asia is the primary market for Afghan products, with statistics showing the highest export deliveries to Pakistan and India.

Secondly, the South Asian region serves as a stable source of essential consumer goods for Afghanistan.

Thirdly, South Asia is the shortest route to maritime ports for Afghanistan. However, security conflicts with Pakistan have brought negative consequences for Afghanistan. Therefore, Afghans are exploring alternative options to mitigate the adverse economic effects of their confrontation with Pakistan.

In this regard, during Ashraf Ghani’s tenure, Central Asia was proposed as an alternative to Pakistan and, in general, the entire South Asian region. Apparently, such a policy is also on the agenda of the current Afghan government. However, the question arises: does Central Asia have the potential to become an economic alternative to Pakistan in conditions significantly different from the past?

The Soviet Union was Afghanistan’s largest economic and political partner. However, the USSR’s dissolution, the split of Central Asia into five independent republics, and corresponding political changes in Afghanistan led to a significant reduction in Afghanistan’s relations with the Central Asian region. Now the question is whether Central Asia, under conditions vastly different from the past, can become an economic substitute for Pakistan.

In response, it can be asserted that in a relative sense – yes, but overall, Central Asia is not entirely capable of making Afghanistan independent of Pakistan. On the whole, Central Asia has economic advantages. One crucial advantage is the absence of significant security challenges between Afghanistan and the Central Asian countries. The security factor has been a barrier in economic relations between Kabul and Islamabad, a hindrance that is practically nonexistent in relations with the Central Asian republics.

There is an issue of water use with two northern neighbors – Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. However, expectations of disagreements on this issue reaching the levels seen with Pakistan are not warranted.

The second point is that Pakistan’s interest in Afghanistan is more driven by security concerns rather than economics. Meanwhile, the countries of Central Asia view Afghanistan as a promising economic partner. In other words, while Pakistan, pursuing a policy of deep strategic influence, seeks to use the Afghan security factor against India, the northern neighbors do not share the same approach. Therefore, Pakistan consistently adheres to a policy of weakening and keeping Afghanistan dependent, while Central Asia aims for a stable and economically attractive Afghanistan.

From an economic standpoint, this region can fulfill a significant portion of Afghanistan’s needs. The five Central Asian countries collectively have the potential to constitute a comprehensive economic package for Afghanistan’s economy. In turn, these five republics have the potential to serve as a broad market for Afghan products.

Another advantage of Central Asia over Pakistan is Afghanistan’s possession of border crossings connecting it to almost all its northern neighbors via railways. This advantage is beneficial for Afghanistan both in diversifying and developing trade relations on a larger scale.

The final advantage Central Asia has over Pakistan lies in Afghanistan’s connections with China, Russia, and Europe. This circumstance allows Afghanistan to establish relations with almost half of the world through Central Asia.

Central Asia cannot provide Afghanistan with one crucial element – access to seaports. Afghanistan would have to overcome greater distances for this purpose. Therefore, this region cannot meet one of Afghanistan’s key economic needs. From this perspective, the country will still depend on Pakistan (or Iran). In this context, Iran emerges as an option that could make Afghanistan practically independent of Pakistan. Being a neighboring country with seaports, Iran offers Afghanistan the only way to reach open waters, bypassing Pakistan. In the new economic approach, as a complement to Central Asia, Afghanistan particularly highlights Iran to meet its seaport needs. This is achieved by striking agreements with Iran and India, especially utilizing the Iranian port of Chabahar.

 

An Effective Solution for Afghanistan

Considering its geographical location and numerous economic challenges, Afghanistan should have long ago adopted a policy of economic external management. However, this is only one side of the coin. The other side, complementing the first, is the adoption of an unbiased and balanced foreign policy. Undoubtedly, an economically oriented foreign policy without impartiality and balance will not lead to success. On the other hand, economic orientation cannot be compatible with security orientation.

 

If, on one hand, Ashraf Ghani proclaimed the slogan of “economically oriented foreign policy” and seemed to be acting in that direction, but at the same time was in a coalition against one party with another, and the presence of the United States in Afghanistan only complicated the situation. Despite the obvious lack of independent foreign policy during the Republic, the Afghan government itself mixed economic polarization with security orientation and a coalition approach to one side against another.

As a result, this distorted and convoluted policy not only did not bring happiness to Afghanistan but also instilled pessimism about relations with the countries of Central Asia. However, in the current absence of U.S. presence in Afghanistan and a government similar to the previous one, it is reasonable for the new authorities of the country to adopt a regional approach, considering the interests of regional countries while adhering to the principles of impartiality and avoiding conflicts with neighbors. This will enable Afghanistan to reap the maximum benefits from an economically oriented foreign policy.





				

			
					
				
					“Regional ambitions through trade? Observations on Kazakhstan’s aspirations towards the Taliban government of Afghanistan”

					Today we publish the material of the International Institute for Middle East and Balkan Studies (International Institute for Middle East and Balkan Studies, IFIMES, Ljubljana, Slovenia).

In the article “Regional ambitions through trade? Observations on Kazakhstan’s aspirations towards the Taliban government of Afghanistan” the authors share their opinion on “Kazakhstan’s regional ambitions aimed at Afghanistan and implemented through trade relations.

For a better understanding by readers, the Open World first shares its impression of the article.

 

Comments on the “Open World”

In general, the authors of the article quite simply and clearly stated Kazakhstan’s position in relation to modern Afghanistan, based on the need to develop trade and economic cooperation with Afghanistan, which will not only integrate this country into Central Asian relations, but also create conditions for its gradual return to the international order.

It is obvious to us that the integration of Afghanistan as a regional partner in the face of modern challenges is a natural and objective process that opens up new prospects for the whole of Central Asia, and not for Kazakhstan alone.

In this aspect, we disagree only with the thesis that economic relations with Afghanistan are a measure of the realization of Kazakhstan’s regional ambitions. In our opinion, in the situation with Afghanistan, trade and economic relations will in no way be a stumbling block that needs to be fought for – this is a natural process and, as Benjamin Franklin said, “trade has not ruined any people yet.” In addition, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, which share borders with Afghanistan, have more favorable conditions for trade with their southern neighbor.

Somewhat superficially, in our opinion, the authors approached the topic of transport corridors, namely, the essence of the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route (TMTM, also known as the Middle Corridor), running through China, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, further to Turkey and European countries. What does Afghanistan and Astana’s regional ambitions have to do with it?! How will Kazakhstan become “the only intermediary in trade, controlling the flow of goods between Asia and Europe”?! Despite the fact that Afghanistan and Kazakhstan are connected by Uzbek railways (by the way, Uzbekistan is an associate member of TMTM).

If Afghanistan connects with the world through this corridor, then everyone will benefit from it. It is also necessary to take into account the really ambitious project of the Trans-Afghan Railway, which will connect Uzbekistan and Pakistan through Afghan territory (Kazakhstan, by the way, supported this project and is ready to participate in it). Afghanistan also has a railway access to Turkmenistan through Akina station, a hub station in the ongoing Tajikistan–Afghanistan–Turkmenistan railway project.

In its west, Afghanistan is connected to Iran by the Khaf – Herat railway, there are plans to continue it to the south of the country – to Kandahar and further east to Jalalabad (and this is the exit of these regions to the ports of the Persian Gulf).

The topic of logistics corridors through Afghanistan is quite capacious and requires broader coverage. We touched on it in part in our first article on the Afghan problem and we will definitely return to it again.

In general, we would like to note that the specifics of the “Afghan economic front” dictate the need for active cooperation between all five Central Asian republics, including in order to develop common approaches towards their southern neighbor. It is very important for us (the region) to jointly overcome the peculiarities of the historical heritage of Afghanistan of the XIX-XX centuries, which can already be considered one of the long-term regional trends. Strengthening the Organization of Turkic States (OTS) will help to make significant progress in this.

Despite the emphasis of the authors of the article under consideration on economic issues, they still failed to touch on security issues. The theses about Astana’s control of the “flow of Islamist groups” do not stand up to any criticism (well, Kazakhstan as a separate state cannot exert such influence), but they are offset by the main thing – here the authors hit the nail on the head – it is necessary to open the doors to create a regional security system for Central Asia. As we said earlier, the new paradigm of regional security can become one of the main backbone elements of the new relationship with Afghanistan. However, again, Astana alone cannot “open the doors”.…

During the preparation of these comments, the opinion was voiced that the IFIMES material is a reflection of the pan-European view of the ongoing processes around Afghanistan. Let’s hurry to disagree with this. As the authors themselves point out, “Afghanistan is considered a hopeless topic” in modern international discourse. In our opinion, this thesis applies to a greater extent to Western European countries, where there is no hint of a more or less unambiguous understanding of the “Afghan theme”, and the main trigger is “violations of human rights by the Taliban”, despite the fact that the country needs the support of European donors and the development of trade relations more than ever and investments. It seems to us that Europe is more guided by the position of the United States.

The latter, as insider information shows, have significantly moved towards Afghanistan in a non-public field and clearly do not intend to leave the situation there outside their interests. This is also due to Pakistan, the main ally of the Americans in South Asia, and Iran, which, according to Washington, is the sole beneficiary of the Middle East crisis. Here, the interests of the United States and the West in the Central Asian region, the confrontation with Russia and China, the increasing role of India … all the elements of the “New Big Game” are evident.

Open World thanks the authors of the article for their attention to the topic “Afghanistan – Central Asia”. We tried to approach our assessment as constructively as possible, as a local resident.

The view from Europe is especially relevant for us against the background of the release of the REPORT on the EU strategy on Central Asia.

In particular, the document notes that the Central Asian states, with the exception of Tajikistan, have long adhered to the strategy of maintaining relations with Afghanistan and have developed their own pragmatic approach to interaction with the Taliban. However, they have not officially recognized the Taliban since seizing power in 2021.

It is emphasized that the countries of the region, in particular Pakistan and China, as well as the Central Asian republics, play a key role in ensuring stability in Afghanistan through the provision of humanitarian assistance, electricity, trade opportunities and joint projects.

The initiative of the EU Special Representative for Afghanistan is encouraged to continue close cooperation on Afghanistan in partnership with the Central Asian States within the framework of the EU-Central Asia dialogue.

It is recognized that Central Asia is a key region for containing religious extremism, terrorism and drug distribution routes, as well as that the region is facing increasing migration pressure due to the ongoing humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan.





				

			
					
				
					Taliban – execution cannot be pardoned …

					[image: ]

On December 29, 2023, the Kazakh authorities announced their decision to exclude the Taliban Movement from the list of foreign organizations banned in the country. As expected, this step has found its contradictory reflection in the opinions of various circles.

Spoiler: for many of our domestic “Afghan” experts, this has become a New Year’s and long-awaited gift.

We will not focus on impulsive theses (they can be easily found on the Internet). These assessments have the right to life, but, above all, they are based on political (ideological), personal and religious beliefs and cannot be objective in essence. In these opinions, the authors purposefully confuse “international legal recognition” (as a unilateral act of a State against another state/government) with the norms of the national (internal) legislation of the Republic of Kazakhstan.

Reference: the presence of the Taliban in the list of organizations banned in the Republic of Kazakhstan does not belong to the institution of international legal sanctions, i.e. it is not a unilateral coercive measure applied by the State to a State that has violated international legal norms.

More pragmatic experts believe that it is important for Kazakhstan to strengthen relations with Afghanistan. Such cooperation does not pose a threat to internal security, since the Taliban, having become the ruling regime, is extremely interested in international recognition and seeks to establish truly constructive relations with neighbors and the world community.

Separately, it is necessary to note the reaction of the Russian side. Russian Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova: “We hope that such a decision by Astana will have a positive impact on the development of dialogue with the Afghan authorities, strengthen mutual trust, including in common efforts to maintain regional security, combat terrorism and drug crime.”

Reports on the preparation of protest actions by Afghan activists at the diplomatic missions of Kazakhstan in the United States and Europe have passed, but have not received relevance. The Afghan Freedom Front, which opposes the Taliban, expressed bewilderment and concern, because supporting the Taliban can lead to negative consequences, and refusing to recognize them as terrorists sends a negative signal to ordinary Afghans. In some Russian media, Kazakhstan’s move is called the actual political rehabilitation of the Taliban brand and jihad in the eyes of public opinion.

In this regard, we will try to clarify the position of the “Open World”.

The Taliban were included in the national list of terrorist structures banned in Kazakhstan according to the decision of the Supreme Court of March 15, 2005. At that time, the Taliban actively opposed the NATO-led international military coalition that launched Operation Enduring Freedom in October 2001 in response to the terrorist attacks of 9/11.

What has happened more than 18 years after this court decision? The territory of Afghanistan has never been freed from the influence of the Taliban, moreover, after the hasty withdrawal of foreign troops, they came back to power, took control of the entire country, and currently, in the view of most states of the world, they are the de facto authorities of Afghanistan. 20 long years of war claimed the lives of 176 thousand people.

Today, more than 20 countries have de facto diplomatic relations with the IEA. Among them are all the neighbors of Afghanistan, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, China and Russia. Embassies of 16 countries operate in Kabul: Kazakhstan, India, Indonesia, Iran, Italy, Qatar, China, Kyrgyzstan, UAE, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Turkey, Uzbekistan and Japan. It is planned to resume the activities of the Azerbaijani diplomatic mission this year. According to our calculations, since August 2021, the chief Taliban diplomat Muttaki has made 19 foreign visits to 9 countries.

It is also necessary to pay attention to the fact that, according to open sources, the Taliban movement is currently banned in only 3 countries (out of 193 UN members) – Canada, Russia and Tajikistan. Also, the Taliban are not on the list of terrorist organizations of the US State Department, but their Pakistani “colleagues” – Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan (TTP) are present in it.

Another fact: in the UN, the Taliban Movement has never been classified as terrorist (extremist, radical, etc.). Currently, the definition of “de facto authorities” (DFA) is used in the UN system in relation to the government of the IEA (Taliban), which already says a lot. No UN sanctions have been imposed on the Taliban as an organization. Only personal sanctions against individual Taliban, imposed by UN Security Council Resolution 2255 (2015) of December 21, 2015, apply. This decision provides for three measures (asset freeze, travel ban and arms embargo) against persons included in the relevant list of the 1988 UN Security Council Committee. According to available data, today it includes about 45-50 members of the Taliban government at the central and regional levels.

At the same time, as we said earlier, our country has taken an active position with regard to Afghanistan – trade and economic cooperation and humanitarian assistance are increasing. We are confident that as the most developed state in Central Asia, Kazakhstan should increase its political potential in the region to resolve security issues through diplomatic and economic means, in a civilizational manner in the format of international law and UN regulations.

Considering the above, a reasonable question arises: why should Kazakhstan, positioned as a responsible participant in the international community, making a significant contribution to ensuring international and regional security, and in conditions when Afghanistan is once again acquiring a global and regional “trend”, consider the Taliban a terrorist organization at the legislative level? In our opinion, the decision to exclude the Taliban from the banned list was even somewhat belated.





				

			
					
				
					About Some Aspects of Taliban Propaganda in the Media

					We have noticed an article in Persian by Afghan journalist and blogger Mukhtar Wafayee, titled “Popularizing the Taliban Ideology in 10 Languages,” where he explores the issue of the Taliban promoting their propaganda in the countries of the region. Here is a brief summary of this material.

The Taliban’s media outlets publish content in languages widely used in the region, including Farsi, Pashto, Bengali, Urdu, English, Arabic, Uzbek, Russian, Turkish, and Chinese. The Taliban’s media audience is rapidly expanding, and over the past two years, amidst an increase in content in globally spoken languages, they have also started covering languages of the regional countries.

Before coming to power in 2021, the Taliban primarily released content in Pashto and Farsi, with the group leader’s statements translated into Arabic, Urdu, and English. After two years, local media outlets have become multilingual.

The main Taliban mass media now include “National Television of Afghanistan” and the news agency “Bakhtar,” both having pages in the aforementioned 10 languages. Prior to returning to power on August 15, 2021, the Taliban disseminated their announcements, news, and propaganda content through the “Voice of Jihad” website, “Voice of Sharia” radio station, and the magazine “Haqiqat.”

The radio station “Voice of Sharia” was established during the first Taliban rule in 1996 and broadcasted from undisclosed locations. Later, a photograph of an adobe structure in an unidentified mountainous area was posted on Twitter, claiming it to be the studio of the mentioned radio station.

[image: ]

The Taliban claim that before their return to power, the radio station “Voice of Sharia” broadcasted precisely from this location.

 

After the recent seizure of power, the Taliban changed the existing name, “National Radio of Afghanistan,” from the Republic to “Voice of Sharia.” Now, the programs of this network are accessible on the internet, social media, and through satellite.

During that period, “National Television of Afghanistan” broadcasted programs in Farsi (Dari), Pashto, and Uzbek languages. Currently, the media transmits shows in 10 languages. For instance, the recently established Bengali section has popular social media pages, especially on Facebook. This section is designed for the audience in Bangladesh and includes videos of Taliban officials’ speeches, religious songs, and promotional content with Bengali subtitles.

Note from “Open World”: According to information from Wikipedia, the number of Bengali language speakers is around 250 million, ranking 6th in the world. The territory includes Bangladesh and the Indian state of West Bengal, with Bengalis predominantly adhering to Sunni Islam.

Videos published on this page featuring speeches by Mullah M. Yaqub (Acting Minister of Defense) and Mullah Neda Mohammad Nadim (Acting Minister of Higher Education) and other Taliban officials with Bengali subtitles and text have garnered around half a million views. Thousands of people have reacted to these videos by commenting and reposting.

Out of the 165 million inhabitants of Bangladesh, approximately 90% are Muslims, with the majority being Sunni. Religious extremism is a widespread phenomenon among local Muslims, and some citizens of this country participate in the activities of various terrorist groups in the Middle East and Asia.

Citizens of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh are also present among the ranks of the Taliban. It appears that the Taliban, utilizing Bangladeshi citizens who previously fought with this group, are now propagating their ideas among the citizens of this country.

 

Despite Meta’s ban in July 2022 on content related to the Taliban, some pages of Taliban media are still active on Facebook and Instagram.

The news agency “Bakhtar” operates under the control of the Ministry of Information and Culture and has become one of the main news outlets.

In recent months, this agency has started producing video reports and publishing content in various languages. The majority of Afghan media, forced to operate outside the country, receive news about the Taliban primarily from this source.

Over the past two years, the Taliban has launched several English-language media outlets. Kabul Times, available online and in print, reports on the group’s activities and propagates its ideology. Under Taliban control, newspapers such as Arman, Khivad, Anis, and Arg are printed and published in Kabul, along with a number of weekly magazines.

In addition to major controlled media outlets, some Taliban structures have initiated their own online and print publications. The website “Al-Mursad,” an online media outlet of the Intelligence Directorate of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA), predominantly promotes religious ideas and features programs critical of non-Hanafi schools of Islamic thought.

Taliban media are expanding in terms of content production and the number of languages used, but they suffer from a lack of audience within Afghanistan. During the Republic, Afghan television channels, news agencies, and radio had a larger audience due to the quantity and diversity of programs. For example, “National Television of Afghanistan” had a dedicated studio for producing musical, cultural, artistic, entertainment, and sports programs. Private media outlets such as Tolo, Ariana, Yak, Shamshad, and others featured musical and artistic programs, but Taliban restrictions led to the removal of such content.

The Taliban compelled all media outlets to broadcast Islamic and socially acceptable content, avoiding criticism of the Islamic Emirate. Notably, no women are employed in the media industry. Private television and radio are prohibited from airing music, and many media channels have also discontinued the broadcast of entertainment and comedic programs. These restrictions have compelled people inside Afghanistan to rely on media outlets based outside the country.
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