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Executive Summary
One year after the United States withdrew its military from Afghanistan, relations

between the two countries are stuck in a holding pattern. The United States remains the

single largest humanitarian donor to the people of Afghanistan, with over $774 million

USD distributed since the Taliban takeover, but the United States maintains no

diplomatic presence in the country — nor does it send official diplomatic envoys.1

U.S. sanctions have not altered the Taliban’s calculus on human rights or ties with

al-Qaeda. The Taliban has proved intransigent and unrealistic in its relations not only

with Washington but with neighboring countries like Pakistan. Its senior leaders lack a

coherent vision for the country and its emir remains reclusive.2

Future U.S. policymakers might be tempted to disengage diplomatically and

economically from Afghanistan and instead rely primarily on “over-the-horizon”

counterterrorism. The most likely consequence of this approach would be a more3

isolated and unstable Afghanistan, which in turn could foster an even more permissive

environment for transnational terrorists. Consistent diplomacy tied to long-term U.S.

security objectives is likely to produce incremental results at best, but is still preferable

to diplomatic disengagement or military intervention.

This brief provides a concise background and analysis of the most pressing issues

affecting U.S. interests in Afghanistan. It draws on open source data; interviews with

government officials — including from the de facto Taliban government; and interviews

with private analysts that were conducted remotely or in person — in the United States,

Pakistan, and Qatar.

3 The contemporary meaning refers to conducting counterterrorism with limited to no conventional forces on the
ground primarily through clandestine intelligence gathering and lethal strikes by unmanned aerial drones.

2 Watkins, Andrew. “The Taliban One Year On.” CTC Sentinel, vol. 15, no. 8, August 2022.
https://ctc.westpoint.edu/the-taliban-one-year-on/.

1 Office of Press Relations, USAID. “The United States Provides Nearly $55 Million in Additional Funding to Respond to
the Devastating Earthquake in Afghanistan,” June 28, 2022.
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/jun-28-2022-united-states-provides-nearly-55-million-additio
nal-funding-afghanistan.
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Broad policy recommendations

● The United States should work closely with regional countries, including Pakistan,

India, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan to ensure they are prepared to handle security

challenges as they emerge. If the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) is

revived, opportunities may emerge to engage Iran on Afghanistan. These should

include routine dialogue, intelligence sharing, and capacity building, such as

policing and border security. Washington should engage separately with India

and Pakistan to bolster humanitarian aid and limited commerce to Afghanistan.

● The United States should reiterate mutual responsibilities under the 2020

agreement it signed with the Taliban in Doha, but recognize that it lacks effective

enforcement mechanisms and therefore is better understood as an aspirational

framework.

● Formal recognition of the de facto Taliban government should be withheld until it

demonstrates a clear commitment to its counterterrorism responsibilities and

respect for basic human rights, including for women. But Washington should

place diplomats in Afghanistan either through the creation of an in-country

Afghanistan affairs unit, whether based in the prior U.S. Embassy or inside a

friendly third country’s diplomatic mission, or by sending temporary delegations

to Kabul, as our allies have. This should be coupled with multilateral steps to

remove the leadership’s travel privileges. It is important that U.S. officials interact

with Taliban cabinet members in Kabul and other Taliban stakeholders based in

Kandahar. Direct outreach by U.S. military officials and the intelligence4

community may have utility but it is not a replacement for a coherent civilian-led

diplomatic strategy.

● Sanctions intended to target the Taliban as a non-state actor now extend far

beyond their original scope, since they became the de facto government of

4 Some outreach has continued through Doha, and the New York Times reported that Taliban Defense Minister
Mohammad Yaqoub traveled to Doha, Qatar in July to meet with Special Representative Thomas West. Aikins,
Matthieu. “The Taliban’s Dangerous Collision Course With the West.” The New York Times, August 8, 2022.
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/08/magazine/taliban-afghanistan.html.
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Afghanistan. If not yet determined, the U.S. government should communicate

what steps the Taliban must take to be de-listed as a Specially Designated Global

Terrorist Group.

Introduction

Much of the responsibility for Afghanistan’s diplomatic and economic isolation lies with

the country’s new Taliban government. Afghan women, ethnic and religious minorities,

former government officials, journalists, and anyone who dares to criticize the Taliban

have suffered over the last year. The U.N. has estimated there are hundreds of al-Qaeda

members in Afghanistan, in at least 15 provinces. However, the U.S. National Security5

Council released a memo claiming that less than a dozen core al-Qaeda members

remain in Afghanistan today. The intelligence services of various countries have6

warned that the Taliban maintains a relationship with al-Qaeda, and al-Qaeda leader

Ayman al-Zawahri was in a safe house held by the Taliban’s Interior Minister when a U.S.

drone strike killed him.

U.S. interests in Afghanistan are rooted in managing the threats of terrorism and

regional instability. During the U.S.-led war in Afghanistan, many analysts erroneously,

and even disingenuously, assumed that U.S. objectives were synonymous with the

interests of the Afghan people. This led to inaccurate analysis at best. At worst, it

resulted in empty promises by U.S. officials to the people of Afghanistan and unrealistic

expectations by Afghan leaders. The analysis presented here accepts that short-term

U.S. interests in Afghanistan are not currently, and never have been, perfectly aligned

with the diverse interests of the Afghan people. However, the well-being, human

6 Watson, Adrienne. “Recently Released Partisan Report on the Afghanistan Withdrawal.” National Security Council,
August 14, 2022.
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22135674-one-year-afghanistan-memo-white-house?responsive=1&title
=1.

5 United Nations Security Council. “Letter dated 20 May 2021 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee
established pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council.” S/2021/486, June
1, 2022. 12-13. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3927909; United Nations Security Council. “Letter dated 25 May
2022 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee established pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to
the President of the Security Council.” S/2022/419, May 26, 2022. 13. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3975071. A
recent U.S. intelligence assessment reportedly claims the al-Qaeda threat has not reconstituted. Schmitt, Eric. “U.S.
Says Al Qaeda Has Not Regrouped in Afghanistan.” The New York Times, August 13, 2022.
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/13/us/politics/al-qaeda-afghanistan.html.
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development, prosperity, and human rights of Afghan men and women are a necessary

precursor to long-term security and stability.

The Taliban have managed to maintain territorial control and a relative monopoly on

violence despite pockets of anti-Taliban resistance and continued terrorism attacks by

the Islamic State in Khorasan Province (IS-K). The Taliban’s offer of blanket amnesty to

former government officials and security forces is undermined by frequent reports of

collective punishment, arbitrary detentions, and targeted killings. IS-K continues to7

terrorize Afghans and in particular targets the predominantly Shi’a Hazara ethnic

minority. The human and civil rights of Afghan women have been severely restricted

with the imposition of severe limitations on freedom of movement, removal from the

workforce with few exceptions, and the continued ban on secondary schooling for girls.8

The United States and broader international
community must develop an Afghanistan policy that
is sustainable in the face of Taliban intransigence and
ready to capitalize on fleeting moments of Taliban
pragmatism.
Afghanistan is also facing a gradual economic collapse. The country’s growth was

propped up for 20 years by a war economy that supported industries such as

construction and fuel transport, but hurt traditional agriculture. Historically

unprecedented levels of aid and international attention were connected to the U.S.-led

war effort and immediately declined when the Taliban assumed power. Afghanistan’s

growth was not commensurate with its real economic potential. Relying on the altruism

8 Afghan girls attend secondary school in some provinces and localities due to the intervention of the local
community. Suhail Shaheen, head of the Taliban’s political office in Doha, claimed during an interview with the author
that private secondary schools for girls also remain operational but the ultimate decision sat with the senior
leadership. But the Taliban could reverse their decision to allow these exceptions at any moment since girls are
afforded no official access to secondary education under the Taliban’s own arbitrary legal rulings.

7 “Afghanistan’s Security Challenges Under the Taliban.” International Crisis Group, August 12, 2022. 19-20.
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/326-afghanistans-security-challenges-under-taliban.
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of a fickle international donor community will set Afghanistan on the same course as

other long-ignored countries with humanitarian catastrophes.

The Taliban government has the most agency to take tangible steps to reduce the

suffering of Afghans. The international community is unlikely to bring significant

influence to Taliban decision making in the short-term. The United States and broader

international community must develop an Afghanistan policy that is sustainable in the

face of Taliban intransigence and ready to capitalize on fleeting moments of Taliban

pragmatism. Ultimately, Washington must prioritize broad relations with Afghanistan as

a country rather than adopting a short-sighted focus on the political reality of the

Taliban alone. The consequences of inaction will include putting thousands of Afghan

lives at risk while undermining the security of both the region and the United States.

This brief asseses the risks of economic collapse, civil war, and transnational terrorist

threats, followed by an updated policy framework to address these risks through

diplomacy.

Risk of economic collapse and prolonged humanitarian

disaster

Afghanistan’s economy was in desperate straits prior to the Taliban takeover and the

subsequent departure of aid agencies. Afghanistan’s landlocked location, fraught

relations with its neighbors, poor infrastructure, and high rates of illiteracy and

innumeracy have for decades hindered its economic growth. Foreign grants accounted

for 75 percent of public spending prior to the U.S. withdrawal, while urban poverty rose9

to 47.6 percent by 2019-20, compared to 41.6 in 2016-17, with poverty exacerbated by

the COVID-19 pandemic.10

10 “Afghanistan Development Update: Setting Course to Recovery.” World Bank Group, April 2021.
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/e406b6f24c2b7fdeb93b56c3116ed8f1-0310012021/original/Afghanistan-Dev
elopment-Update-FINAL.pdf.

9 Afghanistan: Public Expenditure Update.” World Bank Group, 2018.
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/696491564082281122/pdf/Afghanistan-Public-Expenditure-Update.p
df.
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The economy deteriorated further after the Taliban takeover. The United States

immediately froze the country’s central bank (Da Afghanistan Bank or “DAB”) reserves,

halted shipments of cash and temporarily ended humanitarian aid. Sanctions that the

United States and U.N. had previously applied to the Taliban and Haqqani Network, as

non-state actors, were now applied to them as the de facto government. Most qualified

technocrats fled the country and were replaced by inexperienced Taliban loyalists. The

Taliban government cabinet includes members of the Haqqani Network and at least 15

individuals sanctioned by the U.N.11

Rapid inflation followed the Taliban takeover. By January 2022 the price of wheat flour

and diesel had increased by 52.7 percent and 40.3 percent since the last week of June

2021, just prior to the August collapse of the Afghan government. The price of bread,12

which is a staple for many Afghans, increased by 12.8 percent during the same period.13

As of the first week of August 2022, the price of wheat and diesel has increased by

approximately 5 percent and 35 percent since January 2022. With drought, aid and14

investment flight, Taliban mismanagement, and economic isolation, Afghanistan risks

becoming a failed state with universal poverty rates.

Taliban focused sanctions, comprehensive effect

The U.S. government was initially slow to act following the Taliban takeover, despite

calls from Congress and the international aid community to prevent a humanitarian

disaster. Since a designated terrorist group gaining countrol of an entire country is15

15 See, for example, a letter to President Biden by members of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, December 20,
2021:

14 “Afghanistan Countrywide Weekly Market Price Bulletin.” ReliefWeb, August 5, 2022.
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-countrywide-weekly-market-price-bulletin-issue-114-covering-firs
t-week-august-2022.

13 This marks a slight improvement from December when the prices of bread had increased by 19.8 percent since
June 2021. “Afghanistan Countrywide Weekly Market Price Bulletin.” ReliefWeb, December 21, 2021.
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000136154.pdf.https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int
/files/resources/WFP-0000135437.pdf.

12 “Afghanistan Countrywide Weekly Market Price Bulletin.” ReliefWeb, January 19, 2022.
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000136154.pdf.

11 Prime Minister Mohammad Hasan Akhund, Deputy Prime Minister Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, Second Deputy
Prime Minister Abdul Salam Hanafi, Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Sher
Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai, Interior Minister Sirajuddin Haqqani, Minister of Economy Qari Din Hanif, Minister for
Hajj and Religious Affairs Noor Mohammad Saqib, Acting Minister of Borders and Tribal Affairs Noorullah Noori,
Minister of Higher Education Abdul Baqi Haqqani, Minister of Telecommunications Najibullah Haqqani, Minister of
Refugees Khalil ur ahman Haqqani, Director of Intelligence Abdul Haq Wasiq, Minister of Civil Aviation and Transport
Hamidullah Akhundzada, and Minister of Water and Energy Abdul Latif Mansoor.
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unprecedented, it was initially unclear if existing U.S. sanctions on the Taliban would

apply to the new government or the entire jurisdiction of Afghanistan. On December16

22, 2021, The Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) published FAQ 951, which clarified

that, “[i]n contrast to sanctions programs administered and enforced by OFAC with

regard to North Korea, Cuba, Iran, Syria, and the Crimea region of Ukraine, there are no

comprehensive sanctions on Afghanistan.” Nevertheless, the chilling effect of U.S.17

sanctions and a Taliban-led government have in effect subjected the country to

comprehensive sanctions. Few countries or private sector entities have enough18

political or economic interest in Afghanistan’s economy to outweigh potential risks.19

This distinguishes Afghanistan from most other U.S. sanctions targets, which still

receive foreign investment from other countries.

Limited sanctions relief

Since late September, OFAC has issued seven General Licenses (GLs) permitting

personal remittances, various types of humanitarian aid and non-commercial

development activities, and some commercial transactions (see Appendix A). For20

example, General License No. 19 permits certain transactions and activities involving

the Taliban so long as they are “ordinarily incident and necessary” to carry out specified

humanitarian and development projects which includes the “payment of taxes, fees, or

import duties, or the purchase or receipt of permits, licenses, or public utility services.”

These general licenses are self-executing — i.e., individuals or entities that wish to

conduct activities pursuant to them do not require additional clearance from OFAC. But

20 Nothing in this brief is intended as legal advice or guidance related to sanctions or any other matter.

19 Weinstein, Adam. “Nobody wins in Afghanistan.” Foreign Policy, August 20, 2021.
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/20/china-russia-afghanistan-victory.

18 Preble, Keith, and Bryan Early. “Eliminating sanctions on the Taliban won’t solve Afghanistan’s deepening
humanitarian crisis.” War on the Rocks, January 26, 2021.
https://warontherocks.com/2022/01/aid-not-sanctions-relief-eliminating-sanctions-on-the-taliban-wont-solve-afghani
stans-deepening-humanitarian-crisis. As the authors observe, “Afghanistan constitutes the type of high-risk
jurisdiction that U.S. authorities have conditioned international banks to avoid since 9/11 through the implementation
and enforcement of economic and financial sanctions.”

17 “Frequently Asked Questions, 951.” U.S. Department of the Treasury, December 22, 2021.
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/financial-sanctions/faqs/951.

16 See Smith, Adam. “The Humanitarian and Policy Challenges of U.S. Sanctions on the Taliban.” Just Security, August
23, 2021. https://www.justsecurity.org/77957/the-humanitarian-and-policy-challenges-of-u-s-sanctions-on-the-taliban.

https://progressives.house.gov/_cache/files/7/9/79c380ca-661d-4158-9a88-f3a67ca24cdd/0C4CB37A3A6799AA59
E3FCF4E01FCF3F.12-20-21-afghanistan-humanitarian-crisis-letter-1-.pdf; and an additional letter by three House
members, January 20, 2022:
https://crow.house.gov/media/press-releases/representatives-crow-malinowski-meijer-press-president-biden-release.
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this provides little comfort to NGOs attempting to interpret the vague and ambiguous

language of the GLs.

Sanctions have also added complexity to crucial cross-border trade between landlocked

Afghanistan and its neighbors. The Afghanistan Pakistan Joint Chamber of Commerce

and Industry reported that Afghan businesses are finding it difficult to sell exports to

Pakistan, historically Afghanistan’s second largest trading partner after India, due to

sanctions that prevent the banking system from engaging in transactions with Afghan

entities. Pakistan’s place on the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) gray list makes its21

banking sector particularly risk averse concerning transactions with Taliban-led

Afghanistan. OFAC initially addressed this by reiterating that no sanctions prohibit the

export or reexport of goods to Afghanistan or flow of money so long as they do not

involve sanctioned individuals or entities. Although commercial transactions were not

technically subject to sanctions, when the Taliban assumed governing authority,

commercial transactions were effectively restricted because any payments to the

Taliban would have triggered the sanctions. Furthermore, the issuance of GLs22

permitting the payment of taxes and other fees related to humanitarian and

development projects to the Taliban government implied that similar payments related

to non-humanitarian or commercial activities were subject to sanctions.

Policymakers must recognize that Afghanistan is
effectively subjected to comprehensive sanctions,
even if this is not legally the case.
OFAC responded to this conundrum by issuing GL No. 20 on February 25, 2022. In

practical terms, GL No. 20 does for commercial business what GL No. 19 did for

humanitarian aid and development, opening up commercial transactions and

22 These payments would include incidental ones related to business such as taxes, customs duties, and licensing
fees.

21 “ افغانستانبھپاکستانازکاالھاصادراتبارهدربحث-نیمھ روز .” Tolonews, January 24, 2022.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-TASAfI3khI; Author interview with Haroun Rahimi of American University of
Afghanistan, January 27, 2022.
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cross-border trade in Afghanistan by allowing for the kinds of incidental payments that23

are necessary to conduct business. However, neither of these GLs have fully overcome24

the chilling effect of powerful U.S. sanctions that instill more fear in law-abiding

individuals and entities than those that flout them. Some humanitarian groups are

accustomed to working in sanctioned jurisdictions, maintain close working relationships

with the U.S. Treasury Department, and are motivated by a values-based mission that is

willing to take on the sanctions risk. This is not necessarily true for private business and

it is unclear that GL 20 has significantly alleviated the concerns of regional banks, let

alone international financial institutions. Suhail Shaheen, head of the Taliban’s political

office in Doha, claimed during an interview with the author that, while GL 20 produced a

“positive” effect on the economy, many Afghan businessmen are still unable to utilize

the international banking system for money transfers in and out of Afghanistan.25

Statements by analysts familiar with the regional banking sector suggest that most

banks are too risk averse to take on transactions involving Afghanistan.26

Policymakers must recognize that Afghanistan is effectively subjected to

comprehensive sanctions, even if this is not legally the case. The effects of U.S.

sanctions are felt far beyond their stated intent, as shown by the fact that Afghanistan,

unlike Iran or Venezuela, offers little commercial incentive for investors and businesses

to assume risk. In order to alleviate the stress on Afghanistan’s economy, the United

States should devise a roadmap commensurate with specific and realistic Taliban

actions that will allow it to rescind broad sanctions on the Taliban as an entity, while

maintaining sanctions on individual members of the Taliban leadership, including the

enforcement of previously lifted restrictions like the privilege of travel abroad. The

primary victims of U.S. sanctions on the Taliban today are ordinary Afghans. As

mentioned above, there is little evidence that sanctions have influenced the Taliban’s

26 Author interview with individual familiar with Pakistan’s banking sector, March 2022.

25 Remote author interview with Suhail Shaheen, July 2022. Shaheen noted that OFAC’s general licenses and GL20 in
particular have produced a positive effect but that many banks are still unable or unwilling to transfer money into
Afghanistan.

24 “GENERAL LICENSE NO. 20 Authorizing Transactions Involving Afghanistan or Governing Institutions in
Afghanistan.” Office of Foreign Assets Control, February 25, 2022.
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/126/ct_gl20.pdf.

23 Taxes, fees, or import duties, or the purchase or receipt of permits, licenses, or public utility services, provided that
such payments do not relate to luxury items or services.
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behavior as an insurgency or government, or motivated them to break ties with

al-Qaeda.

To punish the Afghan people for a foreseeable
consequence of the U.S. decision to negotiate with
the Taliban is nothing short of cruel.
The United States chose to negotiate with the Taliban and start the Doha process to

extricate itself from Afghanistan. Achieving a political settlement to the war was an

aspirational byproduct of this process which, if it had been successful, would likely have

resulted in a new government inclusive of sanctioned senior Taliban figures. Even this

best-case scenario would have required the United States to consider rescinding most

sanctions on the Taliban. The collapse of the previous government was not an

unforeseen possibility. India’s former ambassador to Afghanistan, Gautam27

Mukhopadhaya, argued early on that talks with the Taliban would provide Western

governments the excuse that Afghans were offered an opportunity for peace but, “they

squabbled amongst themselves and tore it up.” To punish the Afghan people for a28

foreseeable consequence of the U.S. decision to negotiate with the Taliban is nothing

short of cruel. Most importantly, sanctions on the Taliban as an entity do little to

enhance U.S. security and may even undermine it. But their removal at this point will

require significant actions by the Taliban to reassure the world they will not finance

terrorism.

Liquidity crisis

The GLs issued by OFAC have facilitated some movement in humanitarian aid but are

insufficient to address either U.S. sanctions or the broader liquidity crisis. Without

liquidity the private sector cannot pay for imports and Afghan consumers cannot pay for

28 Paliwal, Avinash. My Enemy’s Enemy: India in Afghanistan from the Soviet Invasion to the U.S. Withdrawal. Oxford.
Oxford University Press, 2017. 269.

27 Toft, Monica Duffy. “Ending Civil Wars: A Case for Rebel Victory?” International Security, vol. 34, no. 4, April 1, 2010.
35.
https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article-abstract/34/4/7/11983/Ending-Civil-Wars-A-Case-for-Rebel-Victory?redirectedFrom
=fulltext.
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basic necessities. With its foreign exchange reserves frozen, Afghanistan’s central bank

is unable to maintain a balance of payments or regulate the national currency. No29

amount of aid can compensate for the loss of this function, and direct humanitarian aid

is both inefficient and unsustainable over the long term. One prominent development

economist with an area focus on Afghanistan concluded that “it makes little sense for

the donor community to facilitate high-cost food imports via the World Food

Programme while hindering commercial imports.”30

As of January, some have indicated that cash injections of U.S. dollars into

Afghanistan’s economy have gradually increased toward rates close to the Federal

Reserve’s cash shipments into the country pre-August 15. However, Afghanistan’s31

economy finds itself in a kind of “liquidity trap,” whereby most money is hoarded or

immediately exported rather than circulated within the economy. In February, the U.N.32

Development Programme in Afghanistan reported that it was unable to convert U.S.

dollars deposited in the private Afghanistan International Bank into afghanis and

therefore cannot withdraw cash to implement its programs on the ground. Moving33

money into Afghanistan is now more costly than ever, with one prominent global

payments and foreign exchange company charging approximately 10 percent to move

cash into Kabul and an additional 4 percent to reach Afghanistan’s provinces.34

On February 11, 2022, President Biden signed Executive Order 14064, titled “Protecting

Certain Property of Da Afghanistan Bank for the Benefit of the People of Afghanistan.”35

35 “Executive Order on Protecting Certain Property of Da Afghanistan Bank for the Benefit of the People of
Afghanistan.” The White House, February 11, 2022.

34 Author interview with Graeme Smith of International Crisis Group, January 14, 2022. The international community
has scrambled to provide basic food items and other humanitarian aid but even international NGOs with significant
experience and networks inside the country find themselves hitting a wall due to “limited access to physical bank
notes” and a “steep and sometimes prohibitive rise in transfer fees,” according to Smith. See also “Life and Death:
NGO access to financial services in Afghanistan.” Norwegian Refugee Council, January 2022.
https://www.nrc.no/resources/reports/life-and-death-ngo-access-to-financial-services-in-afghanistan/.

33 Nichols, Michelle. “U.N. has millions in Afghanistan bank, but cannot use it.” Reuters, February 3,
2022. https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/un-has-millions-afghanistan-bank-cannot-use-it-2022-02-03.

32 Author interview with William Byrd. See also Byrd, William. "Key to Afghan Relief Efforts: Financial Engineering for
Private Sector, Economy.” United States Institute of Peace, November 17, 2021.
https://www.usip.org/publications/2021/11/key-afghan-relief-efforts-financial-engineering-private-sector-economy.

31 Author interview with William Byrd.

30 Author interview with William Byrd of the United States Institute of Peace, January 27, 2022. Byrd noted that WFP
and other U.N. agencies are currently operating with very high overheads reflecting challenging conditions in
Afghanistan.

29 Author interview with Haroun Rahimi.

12 | QUINCY BRIEF NO. 29

https://www.nrc.no/resources/reports/life-and-death-ngo-access-to-financial-services-in-afghanistan/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/un-has-millions-afghanistan-bank-cannot-use-it-2022-02-03
https://www.usip.org/publications/2021/11/key-afghan-relief-efforts-financial-engineering-private-sector-economy.


The executive order split in half the approximately $7 billion USD of Afghanistan’s

central bank foreign exchange reserves held in the United States. It set aside $3.5 billion

in a consolidated account with the stated intention of facilitating access to those assets

for the “benefit of the Afghan people.” It also left more than $3.5 billion of those funds36

to remain the subject of ongoing litigation by 9/11 plaintiffs in cases where the Taliban

is a named co-defendant. Since this litigation is ongoing, President Biden’s hands were

effectively tied; denying those litigants their day in court would have potentially

constituted a violation of their constitutional rights. In February 2022, U.S. Special37

Representative Thomas West indicated U.S. willingness to recapitalize Afghanistan’s

banking sector with $3.5 billion of the foreign exchange reserves set aside for the

benefit of the Afghan people. This process was first hindered by serious concerns over38

the Taliban’s willingness and ability to combat the financing of terrorism and money

laundering. It was further delayed by the Taliban’s decision to prohibit girls from

attending school. The presence of al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri in Kabul has

raised serious and legitimate concerns over whether the Taliban can be trusted with

billions in foreign exchange reserves. One option would be to create a trust fund in a39

third country for limited disbursements; in late July, Reuters reported talks about this

alternative were underway between the United States and Switzerland.40

Providing sanctions relief and returning at least part of the foreign exchange reserves to

Afghanistan’s central bank, or an intermediary institution, should be a U.S. policy

objective because it will help prevent Afghanistan from becoming a failed state. But it

40 Greenfield, Charlotte, and Jonathan Landay. “Exclusive: US and Taliban make progress on Afghan reserves, but big
gaps remain.” Reuters, July 26, 2022.
https://www.reuters.com/world/exclusive-us-taliban-make-progress-afghan-reserves-big-gaps-remain-2022-07-26.

39 Donati, Jessica, and Margherita Stancati. “U.S. Rules Out Releasing Billions in Afghan Funds After Strike.” The Wall
Street Journal, August 15, 2022.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-rules-out-releasing-billions-in-afghan-funds-after-strike-11660564801.

38 United States Institute of Peace. “US Engagement with Afghanistan After Six Months of Taliban Rule: A Discussion
with U.S. Special Representative Thomas West,” February 15, 2022.
https://www.usip.org/events/us-engagement-afghanistan-after-six-months-taliban-rule.

37 For more analysis see, Anderson, Scott W., “What’s Happening with Afghanistan’s Assets?” Lawfare Blog, February
18, 2022. https://www.lawfareblog.com/whats-happening-afghanistans-assets.

36 “FACT SHEET: Executive Order to Preserve Certain Afghanistan Central Bank Assets for the People of Afghanistan.”
The White House, February 11, 2022.
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/02/11/fact-sheet-executive-order-to-preserve-
certain-afghanistan-central-bank-assets-for-the-people-of-afghanistan/.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2022/02/11/executive-order-on-protecting-certain-pr
operty-of-da-afghanistan-bank-for-the-benefit-of-the-people-of-afghanistan/.
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requires the Taliban-led government to take certain actions, including verifiable

counterterrorism assurances, demonstrating a real commitment to preventing money

laundering, and basic respect for human rights. The Taliban have increased their

revenues by reducing corruption at customs checkpoints, but this is not enough to run

their government effectively or save the economy. Afghanistan’s economy would41

remain in crisis even with broad sanctions relief and a return of the frozen foreign

exchange reserves.

Refugee crisis

The United States should encourage regional
countries to streamline the process of granting some
form of status to Afghan refugees which would allow
the refugees to live dignified lives.
Economic hardship and fears over a Taliban-led government have led to a new surge in

refugee outflows from Afghanistan. There are 2,070,956 Afghans registered as refugees

in neighboring countries, according to the UNHCR, with 182,590 having left since the

beginning of 2021. Of this figure, 62 percent are located in Pakistan and 37.7 percent42

in Iran. This places significant stress on regional host countries already facing high

inflation and economic stagnation. The refugees have no path to fully legal status in

either Pakistan or Iran, leaving them unable to work or build a future, and sometimes

prompting them to return to Afghanistan out of desperation. A significant number of

Afghan refugees entering Iran hope to reach Europe, which involves undertaking

extremely dangerous journeys. Despite the significant risk of being deported from

Europe and returned to Afghanistan, thousands make the journey out of desperation.

The United States should encourage regional countries to streamline the process of

42 “Operational Data Portal: Refugee Situations.” United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, May 31, 2022.
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations.

41 Mansfield, David, “Changing the Rules of the Game: How the Taliban Regulated Cross-Border Trade and Upended
the Afghan Economy.” XCEPT, July 25, 2022.
https://xcept-research.org/publication/changing-the-rules-of-the-game-how-the-taliban-regulated-cross-border-trade-a
nd-upended-afghanistans-political-economy/.
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granting some form of status to Afghan refugees which would allow the refugees to live

dignified lives. Washington can begin by improving its own process by which those who

served alongside U.S. forces as interpreters apply for special immigrant visas.

Risks of transnational terrorism and civil war

Most assessments of the effect of a U.S. military withdrawal from Afghanistan

predicted a period of protracted civil war, during which the Taliban would have a military

advantage, but few imagined such a rapid collapse of the Afghan government and

security forces. In the weeks following the dissolution of the Afghan National Security

Forces (ANDSF) some former Afghan commandos continued fighting in the Panjshir

valley — a historical stronghold of the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance that was never

brought under the control of the first Taliban emirate. Nevertheless, by mid-September

the Taliban took control of Panjshir, forcing resistance groups to reorganize outside

Afghanistan.

The two most prominent resistance groups are the National Resistance Front (NRF) and

Afghanistan Freedom Front. Other groups include the Afghanistan Islamist National43

and Liberation Movement and Unknown Soldiers of Hazaristan. The Taliban has faced

recurrences of armed resistance in the Panjshir Valley, but these groups lack the

supplies and numbers to hold territory. U.N., Western government, and NGO44

assessments of the threat these groups present to the Taliban’s hold on power are

sometimes exaggerated, especially when compared to past assessments of the ANDSF

when they were in a far weaker position. Resistance groups unable to procure basic45

supplies are highly unlikely to present a challenge to the Taliban’s monopoly on power.

IS-K may present the greatest threat to the Taliban. It does not have the capacity to hold

territory, but by committing assassinations and acts of terrorism it threatens one of the

45 For example, the UNSC assesses that “Taliban forces may be hard pressed to counter several insurgencies
simultaneously.” United Nations Security Council. “Letter dated 25 May 2022 from the Chair of the Security Council
Committee established pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council.” 12.

44 George, Susannah, and Aziz Tassal. “Inside the Taliban’s secret war in the Panjshir Valley.” The Washington Post,
June 8, 2022. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/06/08/afghanistan-panjshir-valley-taliban-resistance.

43 United Nations Security Council. “Letter dated 25 May 2022 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee
established pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council.”
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Taliban’s core claims to legitimacy — i.e., the ability to provide security. But IS-K is also a

phenomenon feared equally by the Taliban, regional countries, Europe, and the United

States. Special Envoy Thomas West has said that in his assessment the Taliban are

genuinely committed to fighting IS-K, but may lack the capacity. Preventing its spread46

is more important than any perceived benefit that could be gained by allowing IS-K to

harass the Taliban. But a more cooperative relationship also requires the Taliban to

create the necessary conditions. Taliban leaders have continued to downplay the threat

of IS-K and ignore its real causes. Suhail Shaheen, head of the Taliban’s political office in

Doha, claimed during an interview with the author that IS-K attacks were orchestrated by

outside opponents of the Taliban but also largely inconsequential; intelligence

assessments indicate the threat is homegrown even if its funding model remains

opaque. U.S. officials said they indicated to the Taliban that they might be willing to

share actionable intelligence about threats — in part to encourage less draconian

choices — but the Taliban showed little interest.47

The U.N. Security Council’s Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team

concluded that the relationship between the Taliban and al-Qaeda “remains close and is

underscored by the presence, both in Afghanistan and the region, of al-Qaeda core

leadership and affiliated groups” and that “core al-Qaeda leadership under Aiman

Muhammed Rabi al-Zawahiri is reported to remain in Afghanistan: more specifically, the

eastern region from Zabul Province north towards Kunar and along the border with

Pakistan.” We now know that al-Zawahiri certainly reached Kabul under the protection48

of the Taliban’s senior leadership.

Al-Qaeda remains degraded and will likely face some limitations in movement and

activities from the Taliban. The Taliban have also allowed the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan

(TTP) to take refuge in Afghanistan as the group engages in attacks on Pakistan’s

48 United Nations Security Council. “Letter dated 25 May 2022 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee
established pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council.”

47 Author interview with U.S. officials. The officials did not indicate which threats in particular.

46 United States Institute of Peace. “US Engagement with Afghanistan After Six Months of Taliban Rule: A Discussion
with U.S. Special Representative Thomas West.”
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security forces. But policymakers should be careful not to assume that pragmatism49

will overcome ideology and personal connections in the case of the Taliban’s continued

support for al-Qaeda or the TTP.

Fashioning a sustainable long-term Afghanistan policy

Regionalizing counterterrorism

The U.S. invasion of Afghanistan and its Global War on Terror (GWOT) placed an invisible

thumb on the scale of regional security calculations. In particular, the Afghanistan

policies of India, Iran, and Pakistan became reactive to U.S. actions in the country. This

discouraged regional countries from developing sustainable approaches to Afghanistan

and enabled counterproductive state behavior by subsidizing overall regional security

with U.S. boots on the ground. Pakistan and Iran took advantage of this by supporting

the Taliban’s insurgency without concern that it would topple the Afghan government.

India reaped the benefits of a friendly U.S.-backed government in Kabul without much

skin in the game, although this was partly due to NATO’s admonition that a larger Indian

footprint would rile Islamabad.

India felt excluded by the United States and other NATO countries, which preferred to

cultivate a closer relationship with Pakistan when it came to Afghanistan. Pakistan’s50

tendency to publicly place the onus of internal instability on India is just one example of

a counterproductive state narrative that was quickly deconstructed after the U.S.

military withdrew. One Pakistani analyst observed, “[w]hile externalizing the extremist

trends in Pakistan is not without merit, the multi-decade sustenance of extremist

groups, ideology, and organizational network — combined with the incredible power of

social media as a force multiplier for extreme political and social ideas and narratives —

50 Paliwal. My Enemy’s Enemy. 256.

49 The TTP operates with the support of the Afghan Taliban although it has its own chain of command and a senior
Taliban official indicated that while the TTP pledged allegiance to the Afghan Taliban’s emir Hibatullah Akhundzada,
the Afghan Taliban’s leadership have not formally accepted that pledge.
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means that the bulk of the burden of extremism in Pakistan in 2021 is domestic, and not

foreign.”51

Policymakers should be careful not to assume that
pragmatism will overcome ideology and personal
connections in the case of the Taliban’s continued
support for al-Qaeda or the TTP.
Prevailing U.S. narratives about the role of regional countries in Afghanistan’s conflict

were also counterproductive. The United States encouraged India to invest in

Afghanistan, but dismissed its concerns over Washington’s commitment to the

country’s stability. Pakistan was viewed as a double-dealing partner of necessity rather

than an independent country with its own unique set of security concerns. This was due

in part to Pakistan’s own short-sighted decisions to support some militants and not

others. But strategic coordination between Washington and Islamabad was rarely

achieved even when their priorities overlapped. Pakistan’s military establishment

became an easy scapegoat for U.S. policymakers due to its shortsightedness and

outsized influence over Pakistan’s foreign policy. But this dismisses the significant

losses Pakistan’s military endured at the hands of militant groups and the fact that

Washington was content to take advantage of the expediency of routing U.S. demands

through Pakistan’s generals rather than its civilian politicians. A more assertive civilian

government in Pakistan may or may not have been a more cooperative partner in GWOT.

Washington should learn from these mistakes. It should take advantage of having

removed U.S. troops from harm’s way by encouraging regional countries to take a

greater lead in dealing with the challenges of Afghanistan and counterterrorism. It can

start by working closely with regional countries, including Pakistan, Tajikistan,

Uzbekistan, India, and, to the extent possible, Iran, to ensure they are prepared to handle

security challenges as they emerge. This cooperation should include routine dialogue,

51 Basit, Abdul. “US Withdrawal from Afghanistan: Time for an Indigenous Pakistani Counter Terrorism Discourse?”
Tabadlab, September 2021. 6.
https://tabadlab.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/TABADLAB_Working_Paper_08_CT_Discourse.pdf.
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intelligence sharing, bilaterals, and capacity building, particularly policing and border

security. Just as it was a mistake to create the Afghan military in the image of the U.S.

military, encouraging regional countries to recreate a U.S.-style GWOT would be a

mistake of similar magnitude. This is not only because regional countries have different

domestic and technological constraints, but also a recognition that the tactics of GWOT

were often ineffective or unsustainable. However, there is a risk of regional countries

replicating these tactics in unproductive ways. On April 16, 2022, Pakistan conducted

strikes in Khost and Kunar, Afghanistan’s eastern provinces, which killed 47 people,

including civilians and children. Pakistan carried out the strikes in response to52

escalating TTP attacks on its security forces, but it is unclear that Pakistan managed to

kill a single TTP leader.

Critics of over-the-horizon counterterrorism typically point to the impracticality of

conducting traditional air and drone strikes without maintaining U.S. boots on the

ground to facilitate logistics and intelligence gathering. Most of this criticism implicitly

assigns value to recreating conditions as close as possible to the status quo of the last

decade of U.S. military operations in Afghanistan and the region. This skepticism is

valid but misses the bigger picture in that U.S. policymakers must place

counterterrorism strategy and tactics into context by closely examining civilian

casualties, resilience of terrorist groups and their ability to replace leadership, cost and

sustainability of high tempo drone strikes, effect on other U.S. policy priorities, and the

overall terrorism risk relative to other threats. Much of the practices that came to define

GWOT would not stand up against such a balancing test. Regional countries face greater

domestic constraints and lack the budget and technological capacity to conduct

counterterrorism campaigns à la GWOT.

Instead, U.S. policymakers should revisit approaches to counterterrorism in tandem with

regional partners to build a more sustainable toolkit. This could involve going back to

the basics by investing in a covert intelligence gathering architecture enhanced by

current cyber capabilities. It may also involve bolstering the capacity of regional

52 “Afghanistan death toll in ‘Pakistan strikes’ rises to at least 47: officials.” France 24, April 17, 2022.
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220417-afghanistan-death-toll-in-pakistan-strikes-rises-to-at-least-47-offic
ials.
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countries. This capacity-building should not necessarily focus on traditional military

units, special operations, or intelligence agencies. Building local police capacity and

enhancing the ability of partner countries to track and control terrorist movements may

prove more effective in the long-run. As one analyst advises, “[r]ather than jumping

straight to the discussion of drone basing, the United States should offer something of

value to these countries: border security training and equipment.” Perhaps most53

importantly, Washington should take steps to increase confidence building, intelligence

sharing, and cooperation with and among regional countries, like China, Pakistan, India,

and to the extent possible, Iran and Russia on the limited goal of preventing

transnational terrorists from using Afghanistan to conduct attacks abroad. As one Rand

report recently concluded, “Afghanistan has proved more a burden than an asset and is

better conceived of as a common challenge than a source of great power discord.”54

The next generation of terrorist attacks will be more effectively prevented by proactive

communication between partners than reactive firepower.

Robust diplomacy

The United States should take steps to move towards the resumption of a limited

diplomatic mission for the benefit of the Afghan people, its own security, and the

security of its allies. This could begin with diplomatic envoys visiting Afghanistan, then

transition to the establishment of a more permanent physical presence on the ground.

The current status quo of meeting the Taliban at international forums only enhances the

group’s legitimacy; the United States and its partners should consider a push to

suspend the waivers that allow Taliban leaders to travel abroad, or simply refuse to

meet them outside Afghanistan. It is also crucial that U.S. diplomats meet with various

Taliban cabinet members in Kabul and stakeholders in Kandahar. Direct outreach by

U.S. military officials and the intelligence community may have utility, but it is not a

replacement for a coherent civilian-led diplomatic strategy.

54 Dobbins, James, Laurel Miller, and Andrew Radin. “Engage, Isolate, or Oppose:
American Policy Toward the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.” RAND Corporation, May 2022. 4.
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/perspectives/PEA1500/PEA1540-1/RAND_PEA1540-1.pdf.

53 Schroden, Jonathan. “New Ideas for Over-the-Horizon Counterterrorism in Afghanistan.” Lawfare Blog, May 8, 2022.
https://www.lawfareblog.com/new-ideas-over-horizon-counterterrorism-afghanistan.
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Some of the United States’ closest allies during the war in Afghanistan have sent senior

diplomats to meet with Taliban officials in Kabul even in the absence of a physical

diplomatic mission in the country. These include Hugo Shorter, the U.K.’s intérim chargé

d’affaires; Jasper Wieck, Germany's special envoy for Afghanistan and Pakistan; Markus

Potzel, then Germany's Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan; and55

Emiel de Bont, the Dutch Special Envoy for Afghanistan.

The United States and its partners should consider a
push to suspend the waivers that allow Taliban
leaders to travel abroad, or simply refuse to meet
them outside Afghanistan.
Various countries in Asia and the Middle East have maintained permanent diplomatic

missions in Afghanistan. The E.U. also announced plans to establish a diplomatic56

presence in the country, without recognizing the Taliban government. A similar action57

by the United States is not without precedent. In 1977, at the height of the Cold War, the

United States opened an Interests Section in its former embassy building in Havana. It58

was staffed by U.S. diplomats accredited to the Embassy of Switzerland and remained

operational until the U.S. embassy reopened in 2015. Until 2019, the U.S. Consulate

General in Jerusalem also served as the primary diplomatic link with the Palestinian

people and leadership. It now houses the State Department’s Palestinian Affairs Unit,59

which serves a similar purpose.

59 Amr, Hady, and Ilan Goldenberg. “Merging the US consulate and embassy in Jerusalem shows US is no longer truly
pursuing a two-state solution.” Brookings Institution, October 24, 2018.
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/10/24/merging-the-us-consulate-and-embassy-in-jerusalem
-shows-us-is-no-longer-truly-pursuing-a-two-state-solution.

58 “U.S. Embassy in Cuba.” U.S. State Department. https://cu.usembassy.gov/embassy/havana.

57 “European Union re-establishes physical presence in Afghanistan – spokesman.” Reuters, January 21, 2022.
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/european-union-re-establishes-physical-presence-afghanistan-spokesma
n-2022-01-21.

56 These countries include China, Indonesia, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia,
Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan, United Arab Emirates, and Uzbekistan.

55 He now serves as Deputy Special Representative (Political) for Afghanistan in the United Nations Assistance
Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA).
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A U.S. diplomatic mission in Afghanistan will facilitate consular services, including for

the approximately 78,000 Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) applicants left in Afghanistan60

after the U.S. withdrew, and advance U.S. national security. The very presence of U.S.

diplomats in the country will raise the stakes for any failure on the part of the Taliban to

live up to its commitments under the U.S.-Taliban agreement signed in February 2020. It

will also enhance our ability to react to fluid changes on the ground and demonstrate to

our partners and foes that we are still engaged in the region.

More often U.S. interest sections are administered by the embassies of friendly

countries, such as the Embassy of Switzerland in Tehran. Alternatively, they are located

in friendly third countries: the Venezuelan Affairs Unit, for example, is housed in the U.S.

embassy in Bogotá, Colombia. The expedited establishment of a formal interests

section or Afghan affairs unit in a regional country could advance U.S. interests and

fulfill our promise to continue supporting the people of Afghanistan.61

Afghanistan presents a unique set of security challenges for U.S. diplomats. Because

terrorist groups like IS-K are capable of staging mass casualty terrorist attacks inside

Kabul, the security of U.S. diplomats is a real concern. The Taliban regime has

expressed openness to a U.S. diplomatic mission in the country but significant security

challenges remain. A more sustainable first step may be to find ways to send small

delegations for brief periods.

Economic engagement

Afghanistan’s economy will inevitably contract; this is a necessary step in shifting

towards a more sustainable model of growth. But as one expert observed: “the [Afghan]

population needs a glide path to a diminishing level of support, rather than the abrupt

61 Pamuk, Humeyra, and Jonathan Landay. “Blinken says Qatar to act as U.S. diplomatic representative in
Afghanistan.” Reuters, November 12, 2021.
https://www.reuters.com/world/exclusive-qatar-act-us-diplomatic-representative-afghanistan-official-2021-11-12.

60 Staffieri, Kim, Matt Zeller, and Michael Trudeau. “The Left Behind Afghans.” Association of Wartime Allies, February
2022. https://www.wartimeallies.co/_files/ugd/5887eb_6334755bb6f64b009b629f3513a16204.pdf.
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cutoff that hit the economy with a shock wave.” Humanitarian aid cannot provide this62

“glide path” without a functioning economy.

Keeping Taliban-led Afghanistan financially isolated may appear attractive to U.S.

policymakers concerned about the group’s positions on human rights and terrorism, but

this approach is unlikely to alter the Taliban’s core beliefs and behavior; on the other

hand it is guaranteed to turn Afghanistan into a failed state, with all the negative

consequences for the region and the United States. The future of the Taliban is

uncertain and Afghanistan’s modern history suggests that regime turnover is the rule —

not the exception. But destroying Afghanistan’s economy and undermining its

institutions to promote regime change may make the country ungovernable by any

authority for the foreseeable future.

European partners are unlikely to take the lead in addressing Afghanistan’s worsening

economic situation if doing so contradicts U.S. policy. As one European official

expressed to the author, the U.S. lack of consistent coordination on Afghanistan since

the Trump administration and extending into the August withdrawal only solidified the

tendency of these countries to be risk averse. Washington must continue to lead in63

order to avoid a complete breakdown of Afghanistan’s economy.

The United States should continue to communicate to the Taliban what actions it must

take for sanctions to be lifted. At a minimum, OFAC should continue to clarify the scope

of GLs by providing comprehensive FAQ guidance. Public and private sector entities

should be encouraged to apply for specific licenses. Currently remittances sent to

Afghans are only permitted for non-commercial uses. Regulating remittances by a

specified value rather than the non-commercial status of the use will allow Afghans in

the diaspora to help support small businesses while still providing protections against

the financing of terrorism. Lastly, letters offering assurances to specific entities about

sanctions-exempt transactions should be edited and redacted before they are published

63 One European official expressed in their personal capacity that European partners are looking to Washington to
develop a clear and coordinated strategy to earnestly address Afghanistan’s economic freefall and would likely
support such an effort so long as it was initiated by Washington.

62 See Miller, Laurel. “Afghanistan Is in Meltdown, and the U.S. Is Helping to Speed It Up.” The New York Times,
January 11, 2022. https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/11/opinion/afghanistan-taliban-us.html.
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to protect the privacy of the original entity, while offering clarity to others engaged in

similar types of permitted transactions.

Engagement with the Afghan people

The United States should continue to engage in proactive diplomacy with the people of

Afghanistan, regardless of the state of its relations with the Taliban-led government.

This can be achieved by restarting the Fulbright Program, exploring the funding and

sponsorship of third country and remote learning programs for Afghan girls and women,

and remaining engaged with Afghan civil society inside and outside Afghanistan.

Because Afghan women are particularly vulnerable, the United States must base its

demands for girls to attend school and women to work outside the home on upholding

human and civil rights, rather than on making mere concessions in exchange for

legitimacy or greater engagement. No amount of aid or financial integration will allow

Afghanistan to develop if half its population remains shuttered in their homes.

Nevertheless, clear inducements must be provided to expedite the protection of human

and civil rights for women. It is also crucial that the Biden administration increase

efforts to assist the evacuation of former interpreters and other Afghans who closely

assisted the U.S. mission in Afghanistan.

Utility of the U.S.-Taliban agreement

Both the United States and the Taliban have arguably violated aspects of the

U.S.-Taliban agreement. The Taliban continue to reference the U.S.-Taliban agreement in

their public and private statements and appear to view it as in effect, even as they

violate its terms. The agreement was inherently unbalanced as it was negotiated

because the primary objective of both parties was the withdrawal of U.S. troops. The

revelation that Ayman al-Zawahiri, the leader of al-Qaeda, was living in a home owned by

the Taliban’s interior minister is assuredly a violation of the Taliban’s duty to “send a

clear message that those who pose a threat to the security of the United States and its

allies have no place in Afghanistan…” This is particularly true given that al-Zawahiri

recently released videos threatening the United States. However, since the agreement is
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currently the only framework the two countries have for conducting diplomacy,

scrapping it based on violations would risk ending whatever degree to which the Taliban

have adhered to the agreement. Instead, it should be used as an aspirational framework

that can guide future dialogue. Ultimately, strategic patience in diplomacy rather than

war is required to develop a relationship with a modicum of trust.

Because Afghan women are particularly vulnerable,
the United States must base its demands for girls to
attend school and women to work outside the home
on upholding human and civil rights, rather than on
making mere concessions in exchange for legitimacy
or greater engagement.

Conclusion

The United States was the single most important actor in Afghanistan for 20 years,

which disincentivized sustainable development and fostered dysfunction in

Afghanistan’s government. During this period Afghanistan occupied a disproportionate

amount of U.S. government attention relative to other foreign policy priorities. The

withdrawal of U.S. troops reduced the importance of each country to the other. But it

would be a mistake reminiscent of the 1990s for Washington to disengage from

Afghanistan or the region entirely. Instead, the United States must engage in gradual

and consistent diplomacy with the Taliban and the Afghan people. Change will be

incremental and there will be many setbacks, but there is no viable alternative.

U.S. policymakers should anticipate Taliban intransigence, accept the limits of outside

influence, craft policies to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a failed state, and

promote its long-term stability. Neither China nor Russia, nor any regional powers, have

demonstrated a desire to fill the role played by the pre-withdrawal United States;

policymakers should avoid viewing Afghanistan through the lens of great power
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competition or regional rivalries. Rather, there is a limited window in which the overall

interests of most countries are aligned in Afghanistan.

It is crucial that U.S. policymakers seek a middle ground between a harshly punitive

approach (and potential military intervention) or disengagement reminiscent of the

1990s. This will require the government to find creative ways of confronting terrorism

rather than pouring resources into a forward-deployed GWOT. The United States should64

take steps commensurate with Taliban actions to issue GLs and ultimately rescind

broad sanctions that were never intended to be used against the Taliban as a de facto

government. This will require communicating clearly to the Taliban’s leadership

precisely what actions will lead to a reassessment of U.S. sanctions policy. Ambiguity

will not work with the Taliban, nor will holding out dialogue as a reward for concessions,

rather than a starting point.

Formal recognition should be predicated on the Taliban upholding its commitments to

counterterrorism and basic human rights, including for women. But U.S. diplomats must

still use the framework of the U.S.-Taliban agreement to engage with the government

that exists, which is likely to be the Taliban for the foreseeable future. This requires U.S.

diplomats to travel to Afghanistan and ideally establish a semi-permanent diplomatic

presence that can serve the Afghan people. Relying on diplomatic engagement in third

countries separates U.S. decision makers from the Taliban’s senior leadership and

unnecessarily grants the Taliban the privilege of international travel.

The United States and its allies have an interest in preventing Afghanistan from

becoming a failed state. Fighting al-Qaeda will be easier with some semblance of a

relationship with the Taliban than none at all. Disengagement will do little to undermine

the Taliban or dismantle terrorist groups but much to hurt Afghanistan and the Afghan

people. With U.S. troops out of Afghanistan policy makers finally have an opportunity to

consider long-term interests rather than short-term necessities.

64 Benjamin, Daniel, and Steven Simon. “Beyond Forever War: A Smarter Counterterrorism Approach Is Now Within
Reach.” Foreign Affairs, September 10, 2021.
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/2021-09-10/beyond-forever-war.
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Appendix A: Current U.S. and U.N. exemptions to
sanctions
*See FAQs 928-931; 949-955; 957-963; 991-997; and 1032 for scenario specific guidance.

GENERAL LICENSE NO. 14 (Sep. 24, 2021)

Relevant Text “[...] all transactions involving the Taliban or the Haqqani Network [...] ordinarily
incident and necessary to the provision of humanitarian assistance to
Afghanistan or other activities that support basic human needs in Afghanistan by
the following entities and their employees, grantees, contractors, or other
persons acting on their behalf are authorized:” [Emphasis added]

1. USGOV
2. NGOs
3. UN
4. International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID) and

Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA)
5. African Development Bank Group, Asian Development Bank, European

Bank for Reconstruction and Development, and Inter-American
Development Bank Group (IDB Group)

6. Red Cross and Red Crescent
7. Islamic Development Bank

GENERAL LICENSE NO. 15 (Sep. 24, 2021)

Relevant Text “[...] all transactions involving the Taliban or the Haqqani Network [...] ordinarily
incident and necessary to the exportation or reexportation of agricultural
commodities, medicine, medical devices, replacement parts and components for
medical devices, or software updates for medical devices to Afghanistan, or to
persons in third countries purchasing specifically for resale to Afghanistan, are
authorized.” [Emphasis added]

GENERAL LICENSE NO. 16 (Dec. 10, 2021)

Relevant Text “[...] all transactions involving the Taliban or the Haqqani Network [...] that are
ordinarily incident and necessary to the transfer of noncommercial, personal
remittances to Afghanistan, including through Afghan depository institutions, are
authorized.” [Emphasis added]

“Noncommercial, personal remittances do not include charitable donations of
funds to or for the benefit of an entity or funds transfers for use in supporting or
operating a business, including a family-owned business.” [Emphasis added]

GENERAL LICENSE NO. 17 (Dec. 22, 2021)

Relevant Text “[...] all transactions and activities involving the Taliban or the Haqqani Network
[...] that are for the conduct of the official business of the United States
Government by employees, grantees, or contractors thereof are authorized.”
[Emphasis added]
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GENERAL LICENSE NO. 18 (Dec. 22, 2021)

Relevant Text “[...] all transactions and activities involving the Taliban or the Haqqani Network
[...] that are for the conduct of the official business of the following entities by
employees, grantees, or contractors thereof are authorized:” [Emphasis added]

8. UN
9. International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID) and

Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA)
10. African Development Bank Group, Asian Development Bank, European

Bank for Reconstruction and Development, and Inter-American
Development Bank Group (IDB Group)

11. Red Cross and Red Crescent
12. Islamic Development Bank

GENERAL LICENSE NO. 19 (Dec. 22, 2021)

Relevant Text “[...] all transactions and activities involving the Taliban or the Haqqani Network
[...] that are ordinarily incident and necessary to the activities described in
paragraph (b) by nongovernmental organizations are authorized.” [Emphasis
added]

1. “Activities to support humanitarian projects to meet basic human needs
in Afghanistan, including drought and flood relief; food, nutrition, and
medicine distribution; the provision of health services; assistance for
vulnerable or displaced populations, including individuals with
disabilities, the elderly, and survivors of sexual- and gender-based
violence; and environmental programs;” [Emphasis added]

2. “Activities to support the following in Afghanistan: rule of law, citizen
participation, government accountability and transparency, human rights
and fundamental freedoms, access to information, and civil society
development projects;” [Emphasis added]

3. “Activities to support education in Afghanistan, including combating
illiteracy, increasing access to education, international exchanges, and
assisting education reform projects;” [Emphasis added]

4. “Activities to support non-commercial development projects directly
benefiting the Afghan people, including related to health, food security,
and water and sanitation; and” [Emphasis added]

5. “Activities to support environmental and natural resource protection in
Afghanistan, including the preservation and protection of threatened or
endangered species, responsible and transparent management of
natural resources, and the remediation of pollution or other
environmental damage.” [Emphasis added]

“This general license does not authorize:”

1. “Financial transfers to any blocked person described in paragraph (a),
other than for the purpose of effecting the payment of taxes, fees, or
import duties, or the purchase or receipt of permits, licenses, or public
utility services;” [Emphasis added]

2. “Any debit to an account on the books of a U.S. financial institution of
any blocked person described in paragraph (a);”

3. “Any transactions or activities otherwise prohibited by the GTSR, the
FTOSR, or any other part of 31 CFR chapter V, or E.O. 13224, as amended.”

GENERAL LICENSE NO. 20 (Dec. 22, 2021)
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Relevant Text (a)...all transactions involving Afghanistan or governing institutions in
Afghanistan prohibited by the Global Terrorism Sanctions Regulations, 31 CFR
part 594 (GTSR), the Foreign Terrorist Organizations Sanctions Regulations, 31
CFR part 597 (FTOSR), or Executive Order (E.O.) 13224, as amended, are
authorized.”

“This general license does not authorize:”

1. “Financial transfers to the Taliban, the Haqqani Network, any entity in
which the Taliban or the Haqqani Network owns, directly or indirectly,
individually or in the aggregate, a 50 percent or greater interest, or any
blocked individual who is in a leadership role of a governing institution in
Afghanistan, other than for the purpose of effecting the payment of
taxes, fees, or import duties, or the purchase or receipt of permits,
licenses, or public utility services, provided that such payments do not
relate to luxury items or services;” [Emphasis added]

2. “Transfers of luxury items or services to any blocked person described in
paragraph (b)(1) of this general license; (3) Any debit to an account on
the books of a U.S. financial institution of any blocked person; or (4) Any
transactions involving any person blocked pursuant to the GTSR, the
FTOSR, or E.O. 13224, as amended, other than the blocked persons
described in paragraph (b)(1) of this general license, unless separately
authorized.”

29 | QUINCY BRIEF NO. 29

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/126/ct_gl20.pdf


About the Author

Adam Weinstein is a Research Fellow at the Quincy Institute. Before joining Quincy,

Adam worked for KPMG’s international trade practice and assisted multinational clients

in navigating Asia’s changing trade landscape. Prior to that, he worked as senior law and

policy analyst at the National Iranian American Council, where he focused on the

securitization of U.S. immigration policy and its effect on communities. Adam is an

attorney by trade and received his J.D. from Temple University Beasley School of Law

with a concentration in international law. During law school, he contributed to a brief

that was presented to the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia

(ICTY). He has presented papers at the 2016 International Society of Public Law

Conference and 2019 Constitutional Resilience in South Asia Workshop sponsored by

Oxford University and Melbourne Law School. He served as a U.S. Marine and deployed

to Afghanistan in 2012.

About the Quincy Institute

QUINCY BRIEFS are produced by the Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft, a

nonpartisan, action-oriented think tank founded in 2019 to promote ideas to move U.S.

foreign policy away from endless war and toward vigorous diplomacy in the pursuit of

international peace. © 2022 by the Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft. All rights

reserved.

QI is committed to improving the standards for think tank transparency and potential

conflict-of-interest avoidance. QI’s conflict-of-interest policy can be viewed at

quincyinst.org/coi and its list of donors is at quincyinst.org/about.

CONTACT: Jessica Rosenblum
Director of Communications
Email: rosenblum@quincyinst.org
Tel: 202 800 4662

30 | QUINCY BRIEF NO. 29

http://quincyinst.org/coi
http://quincyinst.org/about

