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Where is Afghanistan going? The negotiations, the elections, the 

costs of the conflict 

 

The almost-agreement with the Taliban 

At the beginning of September, the agreement between the Taliban and Washington 

(discussed in Doha, Qatar, where the Taliban since 2013 have a representative office, but the talks 

began in 2007), after long and arduous negotiations conducted by the US Special Representative 

for Afghanistan Reconciliation Zalmay Khalizad, seemed to have been reached. It envisaged "in 

principle" the withdrawal within 135 days1 since the signing of the agreement of 5,400 US soldiers 

out of 14,000 present (the current agreement with the government allows a presence until 2024).  

In return, the Taliban, led by Abdul Ghani Baradar, were ready for a public declaration not to grant 

their territory to terrorist groups for international attacks, in this case the Islamic State Khorasan, 

the Afghan group affiliated to the self-styled Islamic State (about 5,000 men)2. 

Officially, following the September 5th attack, President Trump did not want to proceed, but 

there were already many doubts about the agreement between the parties3. The invitation planned 

for the Taliban - and President Ghani - for a meeting at Camp David has been withdrawn. More 

likely, the plans for the meeting never really came about because the Taliban leaders were ready 

to visit the United States only after the negotiated agreement had been signed and announced. 

In recent months, however, other attacks had been conducted, and never interrupted, in the 

capital4 as well as in the provinces of Kunduz, Baghlan, Takhar, Badhakshan, Blak, Farah and 

Herat, making it clear who had effective control of the territory (about half of the country). 

The agreement between the two parties had been reached - due to pressing US electoral 

needs - after nine rounds of meetings, with total exclusion of the Afghan government. 

Seddiq Sediqui, President Ashraf Ghani’ spokesman, always expressed concern about an 

agreement from which Kabul has been cut off: the Afghan government is not considered an 

interlocutor by the Taliban but a Washington "puppet". It was expected that, after the agreement 

with Washington, intra-Afghan negotiations would be undertaken5.  

On September 9th, President Trump declared the negotiations dead, but the National Security 

Advisor Bolton, a staunch opponent of the Agreement, is no longer in his place and the Afghan war 

has reached unsustainable human and economic costs for a second presidential term6.  

The point, therefore, is not whether the US will return to the negotiation table, but when. 

Senior Taliban negotiator Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanekzai confirmed that the negotiations are 

the only way to pacify the country7. Former President Karzai said it would be better to have an 

agreement with the Taliban before going to the polls. 

                                                           
1  Independent, 03/09/2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/kabul-afghanistan-explosion-attack-dead-

latest-us-troops-withdrawal-a9089406.html; NYT 03/09/2019; https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/03/world/asia/kabul-
bombing-afghanistan.html; BBC 03/09/2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-49559493 

2  “Kabul bombing shows frailty of security”, The National, August 18, 2019; 
https://www.thenational.ae/opinion/editorial/kabul-bombing-shows-frailty-of-security-1.899799.  

3  J. Walsh, “A Deal With the Taliban Is Only the First Step Toward Peace”, September 5, 2019; 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/2019-09-05/deal-taliban-only-first-step-toward-peace.  

4  B. Rubin, “Diplomacy Can’t Solve All of Afghanistan’s Problems”, Foreign Affairs, August 26, 2019; 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/2019-08-26/diplomacy-cant-solve-all-afghanistans-problems.  

5  “Behind Trump’s Taliban Debacle”, International Crisis Group, 10 September 2019, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/behind-trumps-taliban-debacle.  

6  DOD, “Cost of War Report”, March 2019: l’ammontare totale di spese per l’Afghanistan ha raggiunto 755, 7 miliardi di 
dollari. 

7  “Afghanistan war: Taliban tell Trump their 'doors are open'”, BBC, 18 September 2019; 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-49729612.  
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The interests of the parties were entirely convergent8: the troops withdrawal from Afghan 

territory. The disagreement concerns the conditions under which they are willing to do so. 

The Taliban want to get rid of the international troops, to regain control of the centralized 

government and to install an "Islamic system" in Afghanistan. The degree of availability of the 

Taliban - their front is not compact but rather heterogeneous - to make compromises on this topic 

is unknown. There are doubts as to whether they will be able to subsequently conclude peace with 

the Afghan government, and even more on the effective respect of an agreement (there is no 

historical precedent for comfort), probably preferring a clash that could lead them to victory. In this 

case there is a strong incentive on their part to intensify the campaign of attacks and violence9 

during the elections, as it is happening. 

However, the Afghanistan donors will be decisive in the continuation of the peace 

negotiations10, since they bear the costs of most of the security sector and pay the bills of the civil 

government11. 

Although there are differences of vision between the Pentagon - more cautious about a 

withdrawal, on the same line Republican senator Graham and generals Keane and Petraeus - and 

the CIA, more influenced by the presidential visions, the US wants to withdraw its troops (this it is 

the longest and most costly war in human and financial terms ever advocated by Washington12), 

and to set a peace agreement that guarantees that the Taliban will fight the Islamic State Afghan 

affiliates. This commitment should be easy to obtain considering that for the Taliban the Islamic 

State is a sworn enemy, making them to give up al-Qaeda could be more difficult. 

The Taliban seemed ready to satisfy at least the United States request for a public 

declaration in order not to allow terrorists to use their territory as a basis for international attacks, 

but regarding the mechanisms for verifying effective compliance with the agreement, there were no 

elements. 

As the elections approached, attacks and violent actions by the Taliban increased, in an 

inversely proportional relationship, as the diplomacy of violence13 is the picklock against a 

government that they do not recognize and despise, the simple threat of attacks is the main 

diplomatic weapon14. 

The Trump administration has sought to exert pressure on the Taliban to negotiate with the 

Afghan government by employing various elements: exercising maximum military pressure, 

especially through intensified air strikes and special forces raids; targeting the financial sources of 

the Taliban, including the bombing of opium production plants and the containment of foreign cash 

flows; publicly questioning the legitimacy of the Taliban war, even among religious groups, and 

ultimately putting pressure on Pakistan to capture or expel allegedly Taliban Afghan leaders based 

on its territory. 

                                                           
8  Gli argomenti dei negoziati erano: assicurazioni su contro-terrorismo, dialogo e negoziati intra-afghani, un cessate il 

fuoco permanente e integrale e il ritiro delle truppe straniere, quest’ultimo punto era la conditio sine qua non indicata 
da Stanekzai per il dialogo intra-afghano; New York Times, “Stressing War’s Toll, Taliban and Afghan 
Representatives Agree to Peace Road Map,” 7/8/2019. 

9  M. O’Hanlon, “Is the Afghanistan deal a good one?”, Brookings Institution, August 16, 2019; 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/08/16/is-the-afghanistan-deal-a-good-one/.  

10  AAN Team “The Geneva Ministerial Conference on Afghanistan: An agenda for peace and development?”, 
Afghanistan Analysts Network, 25 November 2018, https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/the-geneva-ministerial-
conference-on-afghanistan-an-agenda-for-peace-and-development/.  

11  AP, “Envoy to Afghanistan Says US Not ‘Cutting and Running’,”7/12/2019. 
12  M. Afzal, S. Rehman, Z. Hussain, and S. Bashir, “A deal too far? Breakdown of peace talks and prospects for 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the region”, Brookings Institution, September 19, 2019; https://jinnah-
institute.org/feature/a-deal-too-far/.  

13  DOD, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan, 12/2018, p. 1 and 6/2019, p. 1. 
14  P. Baker, M. Mashal, M. Crowley, “How Trump’s Plan to Secretly Meet With the Taliban Came Together, and Fell 

Apart”, New York Times, Sep 8, 2019; https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/08/world/asia/afghanistan-trump-camp-
david-taliban.html.  
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These efforts did not meet the targets: intense military pressure slowed the Taliban's 

territorial expansion and many fighters (including some important commanders) were killed in the 

last year, but the group managed to maintain territory control and its operational capacity to carry 

out deadly attacks throughout the country. By contrast, intense US air strikes have drawn harsh 

criticism for causing civilian casualties. 

Despite the bombing of drug laboratories, the Taliban do not appear to face a financial crisis. 

Islamic scholars have held various meetings, including in Indonesia and Saudi Arabia, during 

which violence in Afghanistan was condemned and the Taliban were asked to initiate peace talks 

with the Afghan government: their response was that the talks are part of an "American plan" to 

justify Washington's war. 

The Trump administration adopted a strict approach with Pakistan and has suspended 

assistance and security aid. Islamabad, which denies helping the Taliban, said it was ready to help 

starting a peace process in Afghanistan, but there are few signs of a paradigm shift. In addition, the 

Taliban are diplomatically active at a regional level with Russia, Iran15 and China, interested in the 

hydrocarbons and the precious minerals as well as Kabul’ geo-strategic position. 

Several factors are responsible for the intensification of the conflict in Afghanistan16: both 

sides are trying to break the deadlock in their favor; the validity of the American strategy for the 

lack of political clarity since 2001 is in doubt; tens of thousands of Taliban fighters have been killed, 

injured or captured in these two decades, but their uprising shows no signs of weakness. A decade 

ago, the governments of the United States and Afghanistan had estimated a presence of around 

15,000 rebels in Afghanistan. Today, the estimated number of militants exceeds 60,000, plus 

supporters and other anti-government groups. The emergence of the Khorasan branch of the 

Islamic State in Afghanistan and Pakistan has raised the level of violence and brutality. 

Since the talks idea gained momentum, the Taliban wanted to maximize their position of 

strength at the negotiating table. The growing tension between the United States and regional 

actors - particularly Pakistan, Russia and Iran - is also having a negative impact. American and 

Afghan officials have accused these three countries, which deny supporting the Taliban.  

Two important elements still remain outside the negotiations: the Afghan government and, 

above all, the Afghans. 

 

The presidential elections 

The 28th September elections took place with relative calm17, although around 400 minor 

attacks were recorded - in Kandahar, Jalalabad and in the provinces of Faryab and Laghman – 

and the turnout was the lowest recorded in the history of the country (26% of those entitled to 

vote18). 

Final results are expected for the beginning of November19. If no candidate reaches the 

majority, on November 23 a second round is scheduled for the ballot. 

                                                           
15  SIGAR, Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 

Jul 30, 2019, pag. 146; https://www.sigar.mil/quarterlyreports/. 
16  ACAPS Afghanistan Scenarios report, June 2019; 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/190705_acaps_nrc_scenarios_displacement_and_access_in_af
ghanistan.pdf.  

17  Reuters, “Afghan presidential vote held in relative calm, but turn out low”, Sep 28, 2019; 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-election/afghan-presidential-vote-held-in-relative-calm-but-turnout-low-
idUSKBN1WD03C.  

18  B. Osman, G. Smith, “Afghanistan’s Low-turnout Election, Insecurity and Unsettled Prospects for Peace”, 
International Crisis Group, “ October 2019; https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/afghanistans-low-
turnout-election-insecurity-and-unsettled-prospects-peace.  

19  AlJazeera “Afghan presidential election: security still tops voter’s mind”, 26 Sep. 2019; 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/09/afghan-presidential-election-security-tops-voters-mind-
190925121030409.html.  

https://www.sigar.mil/quarterlyreports/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/190705_acaps_nrc_scenarios_displacement_and_access_in_afghanistan.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/190705_acaps_nrc_scenarios_displacement_and_access_in_afghanistan.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-election/afghan-presidential-vote-held-in-relative-calm-but-turnout-low-idUSKBN1WD03C
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-election/afghan-presidential-vote-held-in-relative-calm-but-turnout-low-idUSKBN1WD03C
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/afghanistans-low-turnout-election-insecurity-and-unsettled-prospects-peace
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/afghanistans-low-turnout-election-insecurity-and-unsettled-prospects-peace
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/09/afghan-presidential-election-security-tops-voters-mind-190925121030409.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/09/afghan-presidential-election-security-tops-voters-mind-190925121030409.html


Persin Gulf 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue IV 33 

To contend for the victory of the elections, already postponed twice20, 16 candidates stand  

(including veterans such as Hekmatyar, Nur ul-Haq Ulumi, Ahmad Wali Massud), but only two men 

have real chances of winning: incumbent President Ashraf Ghani and his rival, Chief Executive 

Officer (a special post invented in 2014) Abdullah Abdullah. Veterans of a forced and bellicose 

cohabitation lasting five years under the banner of unity, they both believe they can form a 

government. They are widely criticized by the population for failing to curb violence, to prevent an 

economic recession and to tackle endemic corruption across the country and at all levels of 

government21 (Secretary of State Pompeo has canceled the pledge of 160 million dollars of aid on 

the corruption charge), dragging their personality and ethnic22 clash in infighting that invalidated 

and undermined government action23.  

Of the 7,366 polling stations, only 5,388 remained open because the security forces were 

unable to protect them all, and the Electoral Commission lost contact with about 900 polling 

stations. Deputy Interior Minister Khoshal Sadat said that a huge security operation saw 72,000 

policemen dedicated to protecting the stations, but the entire security apparatus is weakening and 

fragmenting24.  

Afghans are discouraged from voting by the lack of confidence in the political system 

perceived as highly dependent on Washington (however, it is from the time of the Obama 

administration that relations have progressively deteriorated), the economic situation and above all 

the security conditions25. The voter has his/her finger marked with indelible ink, to avoid repeated 

voting: the Taliban have already threatened voters in past elections and cut the voters fingers26.  

They combine aggressive narrative and violence against candidates and activists, the threats 

began as early as August27 indeed. 

At the 2014 presidential elections, the results were so affected by fraud, delays and so 

strongly contested28, that State Secretary Kerry had to intervene to mediate for a national unity 

government. In reality, every election in the last decade has been compromised by numerous 

frauds and ravaged by violence29, fears are growing that the situation continues to deteriorate30.             

The main problems relate to the lack of reliable data, the impact of insecurity on voter turnout 

and voting rights, the role of social media, the risks arising from the biometric verification of voters 

and the role of international observers and representatives of political parties at the polling stations. 

                                                           
20  SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2019, pag. 108. 
21  “US: Afghanistan has failed to fight corruption”, The National, Sep 19, 2019; https://www.thenational.ae/world/asia/us-

afghanistan-has-failed-to-fight-corruption-1.912511.  
22  “Afghanistan: The Future of the National Unity Government”, International Crisis Group, Rep. n. 285, 2017; 

https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/285-afghanistan-future-national-unity-government.  
23  United Nations, The situation in Afghanistan and its Implications for International Peace and Security, Report of the 

Secretary-General, 6/14/2019, p. 3; https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/sg_report_on_afghanistan_-
_english_-_14_june_2019.pdf.  

24  CSTC-A, response to SIGAR data call, 6/21/2019; and response to SIGAR vetting, 7/12/2019; SIGAR, analysis of 
CSTC-A provided data, 7/2019; DOD, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan, 6/2019, p. 33. 

25  E. Graham-Harrison, M. Amiri, “Afghanistan polls close after day of violence, fraud claims and chaos”, The Guardian, 
28 Sep 2019; https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/28/afghanistan-presidential-election-voting-begins-
taliban-violence.  

26  “Afghan election: Taliban 'removed voters' fingers'”, BBC, 15 June 2014; https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-
27857343.  

27  R. McBride, “Afghanistan polls: Taliban threatens attacks to keep voters away”, Al Jazeera, 23 Sep 2019; 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/09/afghanistan-polls-taliban-threatens-attacks-voters-190923073420281.html.  

28  “EU Election Assessment Team in Afghanistan in 2014”, EEAS, 2014; https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/election-
observation-missions-
eueoms_en/23908/EU%20Election%20Assessment%20Team%20in%20Afghanistan%20in%202014.  

29  E. Graham-Harrison, “‘Voting means you’re crazy’: violence and fraud overshadow Afghanistan poll”, 22 Sep 2019; 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/22/afghanistan-ballot-voting-means-crazy-fear-taliban.  

30  T. Ruttig, M. van Bijlert, A. Y. Adili, J. Bjelica, Afghanistan Analysts Network, “Afghanistan’s 2019 Election (10): What 
to watch out for on election day”, 26 September 2019; https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/afghanistans-2019-
election-10-what-to-watch-out-for-on-election-day/.  
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Whoever will be declared the winner will have the task of trying to negotiate a ceasefire first31 (so 

far the requests in this sense have been repeatedly rejected by the Taliban), extending an 

agreement to protect the Afghan security forces and building some form of shared government that 

does not cancel the gains of two decades of democracy (especially the women32 rights) trying to 

avoid the outbreak of a civil war in case of dispute over legitimacy33. 

 

The human costs of the war 

An average of 74 men, women and children were killed each day in Afghanistan during 

August 201934; violence hit almost the entire country. Some 611 security incidents were confirmed, 

killing 2,307 people, most of them were fighters, a fifth were civilians, and a further 1,948 people 

were injured. 

The death toll is just a snapshot of the situation in Afghanistan depicting a bleak picture, 

while US President Trump seeks to achieve a key foreign policy goal and to withdraw the troops: a 

ceasefire has not ever been negotiated35. 

The Taliban have never been stronger since 2001 and have been holding offensive positions 

during peace talks. It is hard to say how many members of the ANDSF - Afghan National Defense 

and Security Forces - died: the numbers are no longer published. In January 2019, President 

Ghani said that 45,000 members of the security forces have been killed since 2014. The figures for 

Afghan civilians are more difficult to calculate: according to the UNAMA report, in the first six 

months of 2019, the armed conflict continued to inflict significant damage by killing and mutilating 

thousands of people, removing families from their homes with serious consequences for the 

essential services including education and health care. In the first six months of 2019, UNAMA 

documented 3,812 civilian deaths, with a 27% increase in civilian deaths compared to the second 

quarter of 2019: anti-government elements continued to cause the majority of civilian victims36. 

Brown University's Watson Institute says 42,000 opposition fighters have died37. 

The war in Afghanistan has lasted for four decades and has been stalling for several years. 

At the end of last year, the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project, ACLED38, has named 

Afghanistan the most lethal conflict in the world for battle-related deaths and the 2019 data on 

victims show that Afghanistan maintains this position. The victims of August 2019 in Afghanistan 

are three times higher than those of Syria or Yemen, according to ACLED data. In June 2019, 

Afghanistan was named the least peaceful place in the world by the Global Peace Index Report39. 

                                                           
31  VOA, “Taliban Reject US, Afghan Demands for Cease-Fire,”5/3/2019; Reuters, “Afghan Taliban leader pledges to 

keep fighting until goals met,” 6/1/2019. 
32  United Nations Secretary General, “The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for international peace and 

security”, Report of the Secretary-General, A/73/990–S/2019/703, 3 September 2019; 
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/sg_report_on_afghanistan_-english-_3_september_2019.pdf.  

33  J. Dobbins, J.H. Campbell, S. Mann, L.E. Miller, “Consequences of a Precipitous U.S. Withdrawal from Afghanistan”, 
RAND Corporation, January 2019;  
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/perspectives/PE300/PE326/RAND_PE326.pdf.  

34  “Afghanistan war: Tracking the killings in August 2019”, BBC, 16 September 2019; https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-49662640.  

35  M. E. O’Hanlon, “Is the Afghanistan deal a good one?”, August 16, 2019; https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-
chaos/2019/08/16/is-the-afghanistan-deal-a-good-one/.  

36  UNAMA, Human Rights Service, “MIDYEAR UPDATE ON THE PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS IN ARMED 
CONFLICT: 
1 JANUARY TO 30 JUNE 2019”, 30 July 2019; 
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_poc_midyear_update_2019_-_30_july_2019_english.pdf.  

37  https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/.  
38  https://www.acleddata.com/tag/afghanistan/.  
39  http://visionofhumanity.org/app/uploads/2019/06/GPI-2019-web003.pdf.  
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Many, not only in Washington, fear that a complete withdrawal of US troops would leave a 

gap40 filled in by militant groups that could organize attacks in the West. 

 

                                                           
40  D. Petraeus, “The U.S. Abandoned Iraq. Don’t Repeat History in Afghanistan”, Aug 9, 2019; 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-u-s-abandoned-iraq-dont-repeat-history-in-afghanistan-11565385301.  
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