Commentary
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OnMarch 1, 2005, Afghan President Hamid Karzai appointed Uzbek militia
commander Abdul Rashid Dostum as Chief-of -Staff to the Commander-in-Chief
of the Afghan armed forces—apost which he holds.? For those who know and
understand the politics of Afghanistan, such adevel opment washardly surprising.
Ever since Karzai assumed the chairmanship of theinterim administrationin
December 2001, Kabul hasnot been ableto assert full authority over itsprovinces.
Much of the country remains parcelled out among variousregional and factiona
commanders, who often havelarge private armies. The mujahideen commanders
have shown tremendous survival instinct if one goesthrough the annals of the
Afghan conflict. After 9/11 when the USIaunched Operation Enduring Freedom
and decided to vanquish the Taliban, it had to align with the militiacommanders of
the Northern Alliance. With the displacement of the Taliban, the mujahideen
commanders made a quick comeback and were soon working withthe UN in
Bonninlate November 2001 to prepare aroadmap for peace and democracy in
Afghanistan. Timeand again, the mujahideen have proved to be an abiding factor
inAfghan politics. Despiteall claimsof not working with thewarlordsif elected
President, Karzai has not been ableto keep them out of hisnew cabinet or break
their stranglehold on theAfghan politica structure.

Revival of Mujahideen Power

WiththeTdiban controlling three-fourthsof the country, except areascontrolled
by Tagjik Commander Ahmed Shah Masud in the north-eastern provinces of
Badakhshan and Takhar, most of the mujahideen commanders had either sought
refugein neighbouring countriesor were ontherun. The ouster of the Taliban by
mid-November 2001 not only facilitated the return of the mujahideen but also
led to reworking of their relationship with the US-led codlition. Inthe absence of
any other crediblelocal force, the US-led codition had to turnto the mujahideen,
particularly the Tgjik militiawhichtill dateremainsthemost organised of dl groups,
to launch an offensive against the Taliban and their Al Qaidaallies. WiththeUS
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launching aheavy air offensive on Taliban strongholdsin the south and south-
eastern Afghani stan, the Northern Alliance commandersled the ground offensive
from the north and took control of Kabul on November 13, 2001.

Soon negotiationsfollowed under UN auspicesin Bonn on November 27,
2001, seeking to chart out a roadmap for establishing peace and stability in
Afghanistan. Thevery fact that the mujahi deen werethe key constituentsof the
parleys that ultimately led to the signing of the * Agreement on Provisional
ArrangementsinAfghanistan Pending the Re-establishment of Permanent Governing
Institutions * on December 5, 2001, bearstestimony to their positionin Afghan
politics. Their key roleand position wasensured in the provisional governments
that followed in Kabul. Their overbearing presencewas apparent al through the
phase of provisional governments and remains so, though currently not as
pronounced asbefore, inthe newly el ected government of President Karzai.

K eeping the various diverse constituents of the provisional governments
together must have been achallenging task beforeHamid Karzai and hisUSand
UN backers. Themujahideen dominationin post-Taliban provisona governments,
along with their whole gamut of ideological differencesand interest disparities,
continued to lend fragility to the Bonn-mandated political process. The Pashtun-
NorthernAlliance divide, alegacy of Afghan history and over two decades of
ethnic power struggle, has percolated down to the Karzai-led provisional
governmentsand waswel|-refl ected during the Congtitutiona Loya Jirga® aswell
asintherun-uptothepresidentia eectionsheld on October 9, 2004. That eections
would befought a ong ethnic lineswas an anticipated fact.

Warlordsand thePresidential Elections

Dueto the deteriorating security Situation, incomplete voter registration and
variouslogistical deficiencies, e ectionswere twice postponed —first from Juneto
September and then to October 2004. Compelled by theenormity of thechalenge
inholding suchahugenationwidedectord exercise, the UN-Afghan Joint Electora
Management Body of Afghanistan decided on July 9, 2004, to go ahead with the
presidential electionsin October 2004, postponing the parliamentary elections
until April-May 2005. But itisclear that theimpedimentstothepresidentid eection
continueto bein play, asparliamentary elections have aready been delayedtill
mid-September thisyear.

Intherun-uptothe presidential elections, Karzai tried to bresk away fromthe
hold of mujahideenwarlordsby way of hisgreater political assertion. Hetried to
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sddinethem and weakentheir eectoral prospects, particularly theminority ethnic
factionsof theformer Northern Alliance. Theremoval of the self-styled * Amir’

and powerful governor of thewestern provinceof Herat, |smail Khan, and dropping
of hispowerful defence minister and leader of Tgjik militia, Mohammad Qasm
Fahim, ashisvice-presidential running matejust before the el ections, should be
seeninthiscontext. Karzai attempted to strike an ethnic balance and at the same
timecut into the vote congtituenciesof Tgjik candidate Yunus Qanooni and Hazara
candidate M ohammad M ohaqgjiq by nominating Ahmed ZiaMasud, brother of
late Tgjik Commander Ahmed Shah Masud, and Hazaral eader Mohammad Karim
Khdlili, ashisvice-presidentiad nominees. Themain objectivewasto pre-empt the
ethnic bloc voting in the north. Karzai could not haverelied completely on his
Pashtun congtituency where he had alimited appedl, and a so because of relatively
low voter registration in the predominantly Pashtun south and south-eastern
provinces. With Tgjiks, Uzbeksand Hazarashaving declared their own presidentia

candidates, the ethnic divis onswerecomplete.

Inthe October 9, 2004 presidentia eections, Karza’ svictory wasaforegone
conclusion. However, belying expectations, Karzai secured 55.4 per cent of the
total votes polled, with Tgjik candidate Yunus Qanooni the distant second at 16.3
per cent, followed by Hazaraand Uzbek candidates, M ohammad M ohaggiqand
Abdul Rashid Dostum at third (11.7 per cent) and fourth (10.3 per cent) positions

respectively.®

Mogt of thed ection candidates, if not dl, wereether themujahideen warlords
or proxiesof oneor theother ethnicfactions. Of thetop four presidentia candidates,
Mohaqgqiq and Dostum are known militiacommanders. Similarly, Qanooni had
thefull backing of the powerful Tajik militialeader and former defence minister
Mohammad Qasim Fahim. Thus, the influence of mujahideen leaders and
commanders, and the ethnic pattern of voting aswitnessed in the presidential
elections, speaksvolumesabout the possible political complexionthat islikely to
emergeintherun-up to parliamentary elections.

Poppy Boom and Mujahideen Activism

Following the restoration of the mujahideen power after the ouster of the
Taliban, one notices a sudden spurt in opium poppy production. Thelinkage
between thewarlords, local commanders, poppy cultivatorsand heroin traders
goparently runsdegpinAfghanistan. Drug money playsavery crucid roleinfinancing
and sustai ning warlordismin thecountry. It provideswarl ordswith the necessary
finanda resourcestomaintain hugeprivatemilitiasand a sotoruntheloca economy.
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Many of thesewarlordsor their proxies, who encouraged poppy productionin
theregionsthey control, often held senior positionsintheKarzai-led provisiona
governments. Added to this, Karzai’ sand the West' sdependency onthesewarlords
inkeeping the Bonn-mandated politica processgoing hasbeenamgjor restraining
factor inthefight against thedrug menacein Afghanistan. Thecontradictionsinthe
US' twin objectivesof counter-terrorism and counter-narcoticsin Afghanistan
have been apparent all through thesethreeyears.

Poppy production in the country has been growing unabated since 2002.
Except for the year 2001, when poppy production plummeted to a mere 185
metric tonnesfrom 3,276 metric tonnesthe previousyear, largely dueto astrict
banimposed by the Taiban that year, Afghani stan hasbeen providing dmost three-
guartersof theworld’stotal illicit opium production. According to the Afghan
Opium Survey 2004 released by the United Nations Office on Drugsand Crimes
(UNODC), production grew from 3,600 metric tonnesin 2003 to 4,200 metric
tonnesin 2004, anincreaseof about 17 per cent and the highest sincetheyear2000.
Thetota areaunder opium poppy cultivation registered astaggering growth of 64
per cent, from about 80,000 hectaresin 2003 to arecord level of 131,000 hectares
in 2004. Poppy isnow being growninall 34 provinces, up from 28 provincesin
theyear 2003, with Helmand, Nangarhar, and Badakhshan leading thetally. The
drug tradeinthe country iscurrently vaued at $2.8 billion, up by morethan 20 per
cent since 2003. The opium economy of Afghanistan isnow almaost 60 per cent of
its2003 grossdomestic product whichwas US $4.6 billion.®

Challengesof Disar mament

The UN-led and Japan-sponsored Disarmament, Demobilisation and
Rehabilitation Programme (DDR), launchedin 2003, isvery crucid indiluting the
powersof thewarlords by disbanding their militiaand integrating theminto the
upcomingAfghan national army and policeforce. Sofar, the programme cannot
besaidto have been very effective. Though the UN claimsthat nearly 80 per cent
of the estimated 50,000 militiamen have been covered under the programme,’
scepticismremains. Most of thewarl ords, particularly those having militiarunning
into several thousands, have so far resisted any disbandment of their militiaor
surrender of heavy weaponry. It isnotablethat warlordswho were party to the
BonnAgreement andlater held pogitionsintheprovisiond governmentstooremain
disavowed to the programme. Infact, the DDR hasnever been highin the order of
priority for various compulsive factors. The US-led coalition’s continued
dependence on variousAfghan militias, officially designated asAfghan Military
Force, initsoperations against the Taliban and itsalliesin the south and south-
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eastern provinces, hasbeen alimiting factor. Apart fromthis, inthe absence of an
effective national army and limited peacekeeping by the NATO-led Internationa
Security Assistance Force (ISAF), itisunlikely that the DDR will be effective.

Karzai’sBalancingAct

Karzai had declared right beforethe presidential el ectionsthat the biggest
threat to Afghanistanisfrom thewarl ordsand had promised the Afghan people
that hewould not work withthemiif eected president. Intherun-uptotheedections,
hedidtry to sddinethem and hassince beenrelatively politically assertive. But at
thesametime, realising thesocio-political complexitiesof thecountry and hisown
fragilepositionintheAfghan politica structure, he hasbeen cautiousin confronting
theregiona strongmen and mujahideen commanders. Infact, Karzai hasbeen
striving for somekind of an understanding with them so asto securehispostionas
well asto carry forward the peace and reconstruction efforts. Given hislimited
authority and resource constraints, Karzai and the international community are
morethan aware of the need to accommodate the warlords despiteall rhetoric.

It appearsthat Karzai and hiswestern backersare eager to keep the powerful
militiacommanders away from Kabul and at the same time engage them by
appointing theminthe provinces. For instance, Karzai appointed two warlords
and hisformer ministeria colleagues, Gul AghaSherza and Syed HussainAnwari,
asgovernorsof Kandahar and Kabul, respectively. Karzai had previoudy removed
them aong with hisdefence minister Mohammad Qasm Fahimfrom histransitiond
government intherun-up to the presidential elections. Similarly, theremoval of
Finance Minister Ashraf Ghani had moreto do with mollifying the mujahideen,
who were opposed to his policies and to his proximity with the West. The
appointment of Ismail Khaninthe new cabinet asenergy minister sendstwo clear
messagesacrossthecountry. Frg, itisexpected of theextra-conditutiond authorities
intheprovincesto accept the authority of Kabul. If awarlord doesthis, heislikely
to berewarded with aposition in the government, appropriateto hisprevious
rank. Secondly, Kabul isready towork with thefactiond warlordsand commanders
if thelatter areready to relinquish their military roleand taketo acivilianrole
withinthepurview of congtitutiona provisons. Clearly, Presdent Karzal isgtriving
hard to strike a balance between the political aspirations of the mujahideen
warlordsand the necessity to have morequalified and capabl e peoplein the cabinet
to carry forward thereforms. Karzai hasa so timeand again reiterated that the
Taliban and their Hizb-e-Idami aliesarewelcometo participatein the political
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processand contributeto the ongoing reformsand reconstruction inthe country.

During the negotiations preceding the announcement of anew cabinet on
December 23, 2004, Karzai unsuccessfully tried to persuadehis Tgjik presidentia
rival and former ministerial colleague, Yunus Qanooni, to accept apositioninhis
government, probably that of thedefenceminister.? Karzal hascertainly kept doors
openfor theleadersof the Panjshiri faction. Given hislimited authority and the
politica influence and power of the Tgjik militia, Karzai iswell aware of thefact
that at some stage hisgovernment will have to compromise with the Panjshiri
leadership, without which Kabul would not be ableto extend itsauthority inthe
northern areas. The Karzai Government hasalready announced special lifetime
privilegesfor the leader of the Tajik militiaand hisformer defence minister
Mohammad Qasim Fahim, alowing himtoretainhismilitary rank of Marshd life-
longwithal military rightsand privileges®

The new cabinet announced by President Karzai iscertainly going towitness
many reshufflesin course of time. The cabinet right now has many new faces,
mostly professionalsand technocrats, and hasadominant Pashtun presence. Only
two membersof the previouscabinet haveretained their posts—Foreign Minister
Abdullah Abdullah and Interior Minister Ali Ahmed Jalali —in the 27-member
cabinet. Karzai will haveto cut ded swith the powerful warlordsfrom the minority
ethnic groups, particularly Mohammad Qasim Fahim, Yunus Qanooni and
Mohammad Mohaqgqgiq in the run-up to parliamentary elections. The recent
appointment of Uzbek warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum as Chief of Staff can be
seen asastepinthat direction and anindication of the hard bargainthat liesahead.

Warlordswill remain centrd toAfghan society and paliticssolong asAfghanistan
fallstoestablishfunctiond ingtitutionsof governanceacrossthecountry. TheKarzai
Government will haveto speed up reconstruction and thereformsprocessin order
to bolgter itspresenceintheprovinces. Theinternational community toowill have
to be prepared for along-term engagement in Afghanistan. Disarmament and
counter-narcoticseffortswill haveto be prioritised to dilute the power of extra-
congtitutiona authoritiesin the provinces. However, inthe absence of acredible
nationa army, law enforcement agenciesand anindependent judiciary, itisunlikely
that Kabul would be ableto assert itsauthority to the provincesinthe near future.
Until then, the warlords would remain embedded in their near-independent
fiefdoms, with Kabul dependent on their cooperation to maintain some semblance
of Afghan statehood.
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