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On 24th June, International Alert convened an informal meeting of representatives of civil 
society, academia and aid agencies at the Coin Street Centre in London. The purpose was to 
discuss the realities and myths associated with the international military withdrawal from 
Afghanistan in 2014 and its potential consequences on local conflicts within the wider region, 
with a view to identifying possible peacebuilding interventions.1 

FRAMING THE ISSUE 

As international forces prepare for their withdrawal, Afghanistan’s neighbours in South and 
Central Asia are deeply concerned about the political stability and security of the country and 
the wider region. The post-2014 scenarios are most often framed in the context of 
Afghanistan’s internal stability. However, the withdrawal is also likely to impact the region as 
a whole and could well have a negative spillover effect on local conflicts within the region.  
 
The forum discussions revealed the complexity of the issue, tempering the alarmist trend to 
play-up the threat of instability, yet examining the many challenges to security and 
democratic development in Afghanistan and in the region. Participants painted a very 
comprehensive picture of local, national and regional stakeholders, breaking the mainstream 
‘disruption scenario’ by shedding light on the dual role and potential that unconventional 
actors and activities can play in stabilisation.  
 
Drawing on experience from previous disengagement or conflict resolution in the region, the 
forum discussed dynamics such as radicalisation or extremism and illicit trade. Identifying 
different agents of stability and instability, the discussion revealed the complex intertwining 
of actors and their motivations, but also revealed ways to engage with them as a view to 
building sustainable peace and development. 

LEARNING FROM THE PAST 

The forum discussed the lessons from the disengagement of Soviet troops from Afghanistan 
in 1989, in order to identify the differences and the potential similarities with the 2014 
international military withdrawal. Although some parallels were drawn, including the fact 
that Afghanistan remains at the heart of the nexus of regional and international security, the 
forum identified differences that tend to paint a more positive picture of the post-2014 
scenario in terms of stability and security. 
 
Firstly, a complete withdrawal is not planned and NATO forces will continue to support 
Afghanistan’s national security capacity. Unlike the hasty disengagement of the Soviet Union, 
the international military forces have forged relationships of trust with many Afghan 
institutions, including the security forces. 
 

																																																								
1 This is an informal summary provided by International Alert as the organiser of the event in order to reflect on key 
discussions. It does not necessarily reflect the views of all participants or of International Alert. 
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Secondly, the current political system in Afghanistan, unlike the Soviet-funded single-party 
government in 1989, allows for a representation that is multi-party and multi-ethnic, and 
therefore less contested. The President of Afghanistan Hamid Karzai, although portrayed as a 
‘puppet of the west’ by the Taliban, has been democratically elected and it is likely that the 
next elections will further confirm the internal legitimacy of the future president. 
 
Yet, threats of insurgency remain, emphasising the need to bring the Taliban to the 
negotiation table. The forum drew lessons from the Tajik peace process, where stability was 
achieved through a political economy approach and the negotiation of key positions and 
assets with most of the conflict actors.  
 
The Tajik experience also shows that destabilisation in Central Asia cannot be easily fostered 
from outside. Rather, instability is likely to emerge as a result of internal rivalries and 
fighting, on which cross-border movement can have an intensifying role. Thus, Central Asia 
would itself have to become destabilised before the situation in Afghanistan could spillover.  
 
The Tajik peace process was also successful because of the respect for sovereignty and the 
common interest of external powers in a stable Tajikistan. In the Afghan case, one such 
common interest at the regional level might be Afghanistan’s water resources and the 
regional sway that its upstream position affords it.  
 
Afghanistan has a much more stable internal situation in 2013 than it had in 1989. However, 
in order for this positive scenario to prevail, the international community must support the 
efforts of the Afghans in strengthening security, dealing with insurgency and most 
importantly achieving progress on governance and economic and social development, which 
appear to be the biggest threat.  

MILITANCY AND EXTREMISM 

Extremism in the region is very hard to apprehend. Both its root causes and its nature are not 
easily defined and it is often exploited for political ends. Many groups claiming to represent 
political Islam in Central Asia do not have an ideological basis, and use it as a cover for 
politico-economic motivations and, although generally ‘peaceful’, many Central Asian 
countries are faced with resource-related factionalism and ethnic rivalry. This feeds into 
militant groups such as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. The ill-defined nature of the 
group facilitates its manipulation by regional powers, whose government will play up their 
threat to ensure international assistance or to clamp down on human rights. 
  
In reality these groups have a very loose structure and their influence often mirrors the drug 
trade, while their members often choose to go back to civilian life rather than join the global 
jihad. Militant groups in Central Asia have not posed a major threat so far. As recent localised 
clashes revealed (Osh in 2010, Rasht in 2011 and Khorog in 2012), while the government 
quickly linked ‘rebels’ to ‘Islamist extremism’, conflicts actually found their root causes in the 
local political economy and issues of access to resources. The security and spillover impact 
of extremism and militancy may therefore be said to be overestimated in the region.  
 
However, the seriousness of these incidents should not be underestimated either. In the long 
run, lack of economic opportunity, continued lack of democratic reforms, corruption and 
political stagnation in Central Asia are likely to feed tensions and create conditions ripe for 
instability and conflict. Furthermore, more radical forms of Islam can seem to offer an easy 
solution to disempowered youth who, faced with an uncertain economic future, may turn to 
religion to help drive social change. 
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The situation seems to be more concerning in Pakistan, where extremist groups, mainly 
Pakistani Taliban and Lashkar-e-Taiba, have intensified violence this year. While the Afghan 
faction of the Taliban has agreed to join international negotiations in Doha and distances itself 
from al-Qaeda, the Pakistani faction seems to be gearing up to destabilise the Pakistani 
state. These complex dynamics are difficult to appreciate, especially while Pakistan’s policy 
remains focused on containing India. Pakistan has also had a varied approach to handling 
extremism over the years. Indeed, its reluctance to address extremist activities, including 
internally, is one of the clear threats for post-2014.  
 
Elsewhere, regional powers are shifting their approach to these radical groups. Iran and India 
have established active communication with different factions as internal interlocutors in 
their search for influence. Indeed, the inevitable decline of western influence following troop 
withdrawal is likely to lead to an increase in the influence of regional powers in the affairs of 
Afghanistan and its neighbours, especially China, Russia and Iran.  
 
The role of the Taliban should not be overplayed to justify or discredit the withdrawal. The 
dynamics are much more complex and the willingness of these groups to negotiate with 
different parties, including with former enemies, indicates that there are motivations other 
than ideology and therefore potential common ground on which to build security. Again, 
responses might be found in the political economy of the region. Borders today are used as 
mark-up posts for drugs and artificial barriers that favour corruption and criminal groups. It 
is therefore important to understand the role of the illicit economy and the connections 
between illicit trade and radical groups. 

THE ILLICIT ECONOMY 

Illicit trade often presents opportunities alongside risks. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, the 
production of hashish offers a sustainable source of income to entire rural communities and 
acts as a safety net in response to the collapse of the state as a provider of social security. 
 
But negative impacts of the drug trade are also increasing in Central Asia, which is becoming 
a destination for heroin and opium, not just a transit route. The severe competition for drug 
dividends that occurs within state institutions and between ethnic groups creates instability 
and has an impact on human security, as observed in southern Kyrgyzstan, where local 
populations increasingly acquire small arms to protect themselves. 
 
In terms of post-2014 consequences, withdrawal will certainly not improve control over the 
trade of illicit commodities. Yet it is also unlikely that it will have a significant negative effect, 
as these networks are already in place, shaping local political dynamics but also playing a 
social role. In Pakistan, where the state is not fulfilling its social contract, citizens develop 
loyalties to other actors, including radical groups. In Karachi, the Taliban have established 
their legitimacy in the eyes of communities through the provision of drinking water and 
security. Given the rootedness of actors like the Taliban in local societies and their potential 
to provide security, it is important to understand what impact this will have in terms of 
governance in the region.  
 
It is especially important to move beyond the stereotype that drugs are inherently conflict-
prone. History shows that state expansion often accompanies an expansion in the drugs trade 
and that drugs are not necessarily anti-development, as shown in the Tajik case, where the 
drug trade was instrumental in creating a new stable political order. The drug trade benefits 
from stability and therefore fosters it through the creation of patron-client networks at the 
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local political level. Although part of the informal and illicit economy, the dividends from the 
drug trade encourage growth in the banking and retail sectors.  
 
In light of this, the 2014 withdrawal is likely to have an impact on how power is divided, as it 
will open bargaining processes amongst illicit economy actors, including cross-border 
agents, who will engage with and could interfere with national negotiations. The international 
community would do well to monitor the development of new political coalitions and follow 
the distribution of rents. 

ISSUES FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION 

The forum identified two key issues for further research and action: 
 

1. The discussions pointed to the failure of states in the region to deliver their social 
contracts as a key concern for post-2014. In particular, young people are largely 
excluded from peace processes and suffer from unemployment and a lack of 
opportunity. Situations of great inequality create new social conflicts along the same 
lines as previous conflicts. As the West disengages militarily from the region, the 
international community must continue addressing the root causes and drivers of 
conflict by increasing support for the creation of economic opportunities, 
employment, sustainable livelihoods and natural resource management. The 
withdrawal offers a chance to move away from a security focus towards one that 
generates new kinds of opportunity and resilience. 

  
2. The discussions also revealed the tight interconnection between militancy and illegal 

trade, and their impacts in terms of security. Paradoxically this connection can also 
act to bolster security and governance. In some areas extremist groups actually 
provide social security and the rule of law where the state is absent. There is 
therefore a need to move away from stereotyping illicit trade and militancy as 
inherently bad and understand better its impact on statebuilding. Here, the state-
citizen relationship is critical. There is a need to understand how this relationship is 
shaped by centre-periphery dynamics, political elites and local strongmen, and 
formal and informal economies.  

 

CONCLUSION  

The immediate security threats to the region as a result of military withdrawal in 2014 were 
tempered during the discussions. There seem to be enough stakeholders interested in 
regional stability for Afghanistan to have a positive post-2014 outlook.  
 
Indeed, military withdrawal and the opening up of a new transition period in Afghanistan 
present a new, positive opportunity for change. There will be space for new bargains. 
Influencing these bargains and settlements towards outcomes that strengthen peace in the 
region will require an understanding of the social, economic and political levers for change. 
These may include education, the transformation of political elites, the role of regional 
powers such as Iran and Russia, and, perhaps most importantly, the creation of economic 
opportunities.  
 
A regional approach needs to prevail if these drivers of change are to bring peace and 
stability to what is a very interconnected region. In grasping opportunities for positive change 
it is important to recognise the predatory nature of the regional economy, the diversity of the 
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region, the tendency of elites to resist change, the need for conflict sensitivity, and the 
importance of cooperation as a key principle.  
 

INTERVIEWS WITH PARTICIPANTS 

Here, five of the participants give their opinion on what can be done to support peace in the 
region following the international military withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2014: 
 

 

http://youtu.be/ING1tRz_Eoo
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ANNEX: LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 
 
1. Najam Abbas (Senior Fellow at the EastWest Institute, focusing on Central and South 

Asia. He analyses security issues in South Asia as well as human development in 
Central Asia)  

2. Katharine Adeney (Professor at the School of Politics and International Studies at the 
University of Nottingham. Focuses on the countries of South Asia, especially India 
and Pakistan; ethnic conflict regulation and institutional design; the creation and 
maintenance of national identities; the politics of federal states, and democratisation 
in South Asia)  

3. Sultonbek Aksakolov (PhD student at SOAS, writing a thesis on the Ismaili religious 
minority living in GBAO (Pamirs) on the Tajik-Afghan border) 

4. Padraig Belton (Freelance journalist and academic. DPhil student and tutor at 
University of Oxford) 

5. Annette Bohr (Associate Fellow, Russia and Eurasia Programme, Chatham House. 
Focuses on contemporary politics and history of Central Asia, foreign policy in the 
post-Soviet Central Asian states, regionalism in the international relations of Central 
Asia and nation-building and language politics in Central Asia) 

6. Jos Boonstra (Senior Researcher at FRIDE and Head of the Europe-Central Asia 
Monitoring (EUCAM) programme. Before joining FRIDE, he was programme manager 
at the Centre for European Security Studies (CESS). His research focuses on 
Eurasian and transatlantic security issues as well as democratisation in Eastern 
Europe, the South Caucasus and Central Asia).  

7. Alice Burt (DFID Tajikistan/Kyrgyzstan Good Governance Advisor, based in Dushanbe/ 
Bishkek) 

8. Phil Champain (Director of Emerging Programmes, International Alert) 
9. Filippo Costa-Buranelli (PhD candidate at the Department of War Studies, King's 

College London. His research focuses on the institutional and normative 
developments in Central Asia after the demise of the Soviet Union) 

10. Dagi Dagiev (PhD researcher from Tajikistan. Focuses on public policy - Islam and 
the Process of Democratisation in Central Asia) 

11. Filippo De Danieli (PhD thesis from SOAS on the effects of the illegal drug trade from 
Afghanistan to Tajikistan, with a case study focusing on Khorog, GBAO (Pamirs) 
located on the Tajik-Afghan border) 

12. Shelley Deane (Director, Brehon Advisory. Specialises in political conflict and 
mediation) 

13. Michael Denison (Research director at Control Risks. Former special adviser to the 
UK foreign secretary, lecturer in International Security at the University of Leeds, and 
associate fellow at Chatham House. Has published widely on Central Asia. Member of 
the EUCAM advisory board) 

14. Asel Doolotkeldieva (PhD candidate at the University of Exeter. Has previously done 
consultancy and research for international organisations in Central Asia. Her field of 
research is security issues in the Fergana valley and Central Asia in general) 

15. Mana Farooghi (Communications and Outreach Officer, Eurasia Programme, 
International Alert) 

16. Marc Fumagalli (Country Manager, Tajikistan Programme, International Alert) 
17. Antonio Giustozzi (Visiting Fellow, LSE. Focuses on the security dimension of failed 

states and the political aspects of insurgency and warlordism and states' response. 
In recent years, he has mainly been working in and on Afghanistan) 

18. Jonathan Goodhand (Professor, Department of Development Studies, SOAS. 
Research interests include the political economy of aid and conflict, NGOs and 
peacebuilding and ‘post-conflict’ reconstruction)  
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19. Edmund Herzig (Soudavar Professor of Persian Studies, Fellow of Wadham College, 
Faculty of Oriental Studies, Univeristy of Oxford. Focuses on Iran and Central Asia) 

20. Nazia Hussain (Doctoral candidate at the School of Public Policy, George Mason 
University. She is an interdisciplinary scholar who specialises in issues related to 
urban conflict, urban governance, transnational organised crime and international 
security. She is also a research scholar at the Terrorism, Transnational Crime and 
Corruption Center (TraCCC)) 

21. Michael Keating (Senior Consulting Fellow, Asia Programme, Chatham House. 
Previous UN Deputy Envoy to Afghanistan) 

22. Anna Matveeva (Visiting Senior Research Fellow, King’s College. Honorary University 
Fellow, University of Exeter. Specialises in conflict studies and developmental 
aspects of international peacebuilding focusing on conflicts in the North and South 
Caucasus, and in Central Asia. Works as a consultant to international organisations 
and for INGOs, including Saferworld and International Alert)  

23. Markus Mayer (South and Southeast Asia Programme Manager, International Alert) 
24. Parviz Mullojanov (Public Committee for Development of Tajikistan/International 

Alert. Political scientist and conflict analyst, civil society representative during the 
inter-Tajik dialogue, currently writing a PhD thesis on the civil war)  

25. Jawed Nader (Director, British and Irish Agencies Afghanistan Group, UK. Extensive 
experience of working with both Afghan civil society and the Afghan Government.  
Former Programme Adviser and Director of the Afghanistan Land Authority in the 
Afghan Ministry of Agriculture and Advocacy Manager with the Afghan Civil Society 
Forum) 

26. Rabia Nusrat (Senior Program Officer, Pakistan, International Alert) 
27. Craig Oliphant (Senior Advisor to Europe and Central Asia Programme, Saferworld. 

Has previously worked in the FCO as Head of the Eastern Research Group, dealing 
broadly with Russia and eastern European countries. 

28. Gareth Price (Senior Research Fellow, Asia Programme, Chatham House. Focuses on 
economic reform in India, Indian and Pakistan domestic politics and international 
relations in South Asia) 

29. Raza Rumi (Director for Policy and Programs at the Jinnah Institute. An international 
development expert and renowned writer and journalist. Prior to joining JI, he 
worked for the Asian Development Bank, the Government of Pakistan, a number of 
Pakistani NGO networks, and the United Nations.)  

30. Nargiza Saipidinova (Eurasia Team, Programme Officer International Alert) 
31. William Schomburg (DFID London Central Asia team) 
32. Uday Sequeira (First Secretary at the Canadian High Commission in Islamabad, 

where he covers regional issues, including Pakistan's relationship with 
Afghanistan.  Since joining the Canadian public service in 2006, Mr Sequeira has 
worked in the G8/G20 Summits Management Office, the Afghanistan Task Force and 
the Middle East and Maghreb Division of the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
International Trade Canada.) 

33. Dan Smith (Secretary General, International Alert) 
34. Simon Tiller (Programme Manager, Eurasia Programme, International Alert) 
35. Alexander Vinnikov (NATO Liaison Officer/Head of Office in Central Asia. He works to 

strengthen the Alliance's relations, dialogue and practical cooperation with 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. Has previously 
worked for the OSCE in several duty stations, and has been a researcher at Oxford 
and Harvard universities) 

 


