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Introduction

On 29th February 2020, the USA and Taliban signed an ‘Agreement for Bringing Peace to
Afghanistan’ in Doha after eighteen months of negotiations. The deal provides for withdrawal of
all foreign forces from Afghanistan within 14 months, subject to the Taliban acting on their
commitment to not allow the use of Afghan soil to threaten the US and its allies; intra Afghan
negotiations between the Taliban and “Afghan sides” to finalize a permanent ceasefire and the
future political roadmap of Afghanistan; release of all prisoners by both sides and lifting of US
and UN sanctions against the Taliban. Secretary Pompeo spoke subsequently of two secret
implementing elements for protection of US soldiers.

In a separate US-Afghan joint declaration, issued simultaneously, the US reaffirmed their
commitments regarding support for the Afghan security forces and the Afghan government
took note of the US-Taliban agreement, reaffirming its readiness to participate in intra-
Afghan negotiations. In a sign of his personal commitment, President Trump had a long
telephonic talk with the Taliban leader Mullah Baradar within days of signing of the agreement.
The UNSC unanimously endorsed a US sponsored resolution, welcoming the “significant steps
towards ending the war and opening the door to intra-Afghan negotiations” enabled by the
US-Taliban agreement.

Implementation of the agreement ran quickly into problems because of a sharp spike in Taliban
violence, President Ghani’s unwillingness to release 5000 Taliban prisoners - a precondition for
commencement of intra Afghan negotiations — and continued impasse between him and
Abdullah Abdullah on the result of the Presidential election. Consequently, the date for
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commencement of intra-Afghan negotiations — March 10 —was missed. However, pushed by the
Americans, Ghani started releasing Taliban prisoners in small batches in early April, pledging to
take the number to 1500. He also constituted a 21-member negotiations team, headed by the
ex- security chief, Masoom Stanekzai. The second half of May saw further positive developments.
President Ghani and Abdullah Abdullah ended their power tussle, with the latter taking over as
Chairman of the High Council for National Reconciliation. The Taliban announced a three day
ceasefire during the Eid holidays, which was reciprocated by President Ghani. However,
skirmishes between the two sides resumed at the end of the ceasefire period and the number of
Taliban attacks has picked up again. Both sides have released more prisoners, with the number
of Taliban prisoners released reaching 3000 by the middle of June. A Taliban spokesman has
said that they would be ready to hold intra-Afghan negotiations within a week of the number of
Taliban prisoners released reaching 5000. However, there are reports of continuing differences
between the two sides over the release of a few hundred high profile Taliban prisoners. The road
ahead remains uncertain and there is no guarantee that the negotiations, even if commenced,
would reach a successful conclusion. What does the US-Taliban deal mean for Afghanistan? Will
it pave the way for peace or leave the country at the mercy of the Taliban, obliterating the gains
made in the last eighteen years? Will it lead to a fresh power struggle and greater turmoil?

With the above backdrop, Ananta Centre organized a roundtable on ‘Afghanistan — Peace or
Greater Turmoil?’ on 14th May 2020 with Ambassador Sharat Sabharwal, Distinguished Fellow,
Ananta Centre, former High Commissioner of India to Pakistan in the Chair. A list of participants
in enclosed. The roundtable focussed on the following four aspects: implications of the US-
Taliban deal for Afghanistan, Pakistan’s objectives in the evolving situation, implications of the
deal for India’s security and India’s options in the evolving situation and whether India should
engage with the Taliban. Broad consensus emerging in the roundtable is listed below under these
four rubrics.

Implications of the Deal for Afghanistan

The US-Taliban deal is one-sided, essentially a face saver for the US exit from Afghanistan in
return for a vague commitment by the Taliban not to allow the use of Afghan soil to threaten the
US and its allies. It offers no guarantee of peace in the country. Because of the Taliban’s family
and ideological ties with Al Qaeda and Pakistan based terror groups, serious doubts remain over
their ability to sever links with them. (According a report submitted by a UN monitoring team to
the United Nations Security Council recently, the Taliban have not only retained their ties with Al
Qaeda, but also assured them that these ties will remain unaffected by their deal with the US).
Their commitment to power sharing, constitutional governance and the rights and liberties that
the Afghans have come to enjoy under it is highly suspect. Significantly, the agreement lays down
a deadline for action on all items except for successful conclusion of intra-Afghan negotiations to
achieve a ceasefire and lay down the future political framework. It erodes the legitimacy of the
Afghan government by referring to intra Afghan negotiations between the Taliban and “Afghan
sides”, thereby leaving them with no incentive to enter the negotiations in good faith as long as
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the Taliban refuse to recognise them. The best case, but highly likely, scenario would be the
negotiations resulting in a power sharing arrangement. This would be the best outcome for
Afghanistan and us, as it would enable the Taliban to return to Afghanistan and give them space
vis-a-vis Pakistan, thereby eroding Pakistan’s influence in the country. However, in the worst
case scenario, the US-Taliban deal could pave the way for a military takeover by the Taliban with
Pakistan’s overt/covert support and the Americans turning a blind eye. In a media chat,
President Trump acknowledged that the Taliban could possibly seize power after withdrawal of
American forces, adding that the US could not remain in Afghanistan indefinitely and eventually
the Afghans will have to protect themselves. In spite of some dissonance on the issue in
Washington DC, a Taliban push for complete dominance is not likely to result in the Trump
administration revising its decision to withdraw US forces. There is little appetite in the US for
continued war in Afghanistan, though the democratic nominee for the Presidency, Joe Biden
favours retaining a small military presence (8000 troops) in the country to prevent terror attacks
against the US.

Pakistan’s Objectives

Pakistan’s reputation in Afghanistan has suffered gravely over the years because of its policy
of gaining strategic depth/having a pliable government there. The Pakistanis know only too
well that any government in Kabul, including a Taliban government, which presides over a
stable country would resist their hegemonic designs. Therefore, even though they swear by a
stable Afghanistan in the interest of their own security and to serve as a transit to central Asia
and beyond, they will continue to use proxies to destabilize any government in Kabul, which is
seen as charting an independent course. Pakistan’s objectives can be summed up as follows:
to have a client state and strategic depth in Afghanistan, secure Afghanistan’s recognition of
the Durand Line to, inter alia, resolve its Pashtun dilemma, which has entered a new phase
because of the widespread popularity enjoyed in the tribal areas by the anti-army Pashtun
Tahafuz Movement (PTM), negate Indian influence and use Afghan territory as a base for its
jihadi proxies.

Implications of the Deal for India’s Security and India’s Options in the
Evolving Situation

A Taliban takeover in Afghanistan or greater turmoil there would have negative implications for
India’s security by giving a fillip to terrorism in Kashmir, which is already manifested in the ISI
attempt to rebrand terror outfits such as the LeT as The Resistance Front (TRF), and likely
elsewhere in India, embolden Kashmiri jihadi groups and spread Islamic radicalism. It could also
give greater depth to Pakistan’s anti India proxies through location of their terror training camps
in Afghanistan, as in the past.

Because of civilizational links and the need to ensure that Afghanistan does not become a hub of
anti-India activity, India has a deep and abiding interest in peace and stability in Afghanistan

ALY



CONCLUSIONS OF THE ANANTA CENTRE ROUNDTABLE

and has supported an independent, democratic, pluralistic and inclusive Afghanistan in which
interests of all sections of Afghan society are preserved. India’s objectives can be summed up as
follows: a broad based government in Afghanistan, no export of terror to India and conditions
that permit continuation of India’s reconstruction and development activities. India’s active
presence in Afghanistan gives Kabul leverage vis-a-vis Pakistan. Its soft power outreach,
community development projects, infrastructure and energy projects, health facilities and
education scholarships etc. have generated sizeable goodwill and pro-India sentiment among
people. India needs to build upon this base. Unlike 2001, when India was closely aligned with the
Northern Alliance and had been largely out of touch with the Pashtuns, it now wields influence
cutting across communities, including among the Pashtuns.

India has always pursued an independent policy in Afghanistan and should continue to do so,
rather than doing the bidding of another power, including the US. It should play a more visible
and active role, including in the peace and reconciliation efforts. Remaining marginalized in
the peace process is not in India's interest. Appointment of a special envoy for Afghanistan
would facilitate India’s active engagement and contacts across all shades of political opinion
in Afghanistan.

Internationally, Iran would remain India’s best regional partner in the talks and post-talks phases
of Afghanistan’s future, as its access route to Afghanistan and an ally against any eventual
Pakistan-Taliban takeover. Close consultations with the Europeans, especially Germany and
Norway, too can help India in shaping the right outcome.

Engagementwith the Taliban

India should seek widest possible engagement in Afghanistan with all parties that are willing to
engage with it. The Taliban are not a monolith. Unlike the Hagqganis and their ilk, the Taliban are
not all beholden to Pakistan and amenable to its influence. Therefore, India should be prepared
to engage discreetly with independent minded Taliban, while clearly spelling out its core interests
that they would be expected to respect. However, such engagement should not be at the
expense of its support to Afghanistan’s elected government and other allies and partners in
Afghanistan. With the US virtually switching sides in favour of the Taliban, India’s support for the
Afghan government and the post-Bonn pro-Republican forces and involvement in maintaining
unity among them is crucial to a dignified peace and reconciliation in Afghanistan that would also
serve India’s interest.
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