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Afghanistan: Tribal Engagement – A New Strategy

Key Observation: Despite public statements of confidence in Hamid Karzai’s leadership, there now is recognition of the need for a new policy in Afghanistan. The consensus of opinion has shifted towards tribal engagement. The recent publicly mooted policy of engagement with the Taliban has now been disregarded.  The strong position of the Taliban dictates that they have little interest in negotiation. In any case, due to the disparate and non-hierarchical nature of the Taliban command structure, it is difficult to see who would represent the Taliban in negotiations or indeed whether they would have any power to restrain the Afghan insurgency. 

The Importance of Recognising Afghanistan’s Tribal Structures

Since the installation of President Karzai in 2002, the West has generally assumed that the government of Afghanistan is also committed to maintaining stability in Afghanistan.
  This is not the case. The government of Afghanistan is aware of the limitations in the state-building process and many individuals in senior positions are running Afghanistan as a kleptocracy, seeking to maximise their financial gain while they are in a position to do so. These corrupt individuals are aware that NATO will withdraw within four years, at which point they will leave the country and retire with considerable assets. The US is aware that the central government is poor, though until recently, they have been unable or unwilling to explore a viable alternative. Publicly repudiating the Afghan government or calling for an alternative is politically unattractive in view of the Western lives lost defending the process of democratisation. 

The process of state building that has been undertaken in Afghanistan since 2003 has not sufficiently established a culture of the rule of law. As a result, there is none. Democratisation has taken centre-stage to the detriment of all other political structures, providing a means of legitimising the corrupt elements of Afghan society and turning it into a plutocracy. The Mujahedeen commanders and warlords, who were provided with considerable military and financial assistance in the 1980s, have been able to consolidate their positions politically by hijacking the parliamentary process.

The political development of the country has bypassed the primary social structure in Afghanistan, the tribes. Conversely, the importance of the tribes of Afghanistan has been recognised by the Taliban. The Taliban are flexible, knowledgeable and have secured alliances with local tribes and communities that are thoroughly disillusioned with the central government and International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). In this way, the loosely allied collection of insurgents known as the Taliban has been able to elude the ISAF forces in Afghanistan, despite their comparatively small resources.  It is therefore important not to overlook the tribal structures.

Some Western commentators have called for decentralisation of power in Afghanistan. If this is done without any tribal consent, it will lead to 34 federally administered provinces, each run as a private fiefdom by a particular warlord (some used as puppets by foreign states). There will be no improvement in stability or rule of law. Calls for devolution of power are often based on the erroneous belief that Afghanistan has never had a central government. Afghanistan has had a central government since 1709, however, these central governments have only achieved stability in the country with the consent of the nation’s tribes. 

The tribes of Afghanistan can therefore be utilised to help with the distribution of resources and the installation of law and order. These tribes have been disempowered in the new Afghanistan and have been left out of mediating efforts to bring about stability in the country. A strategy involving the tribes would not of itself foster democratisation. However, it would facilitate the creation of the conditions necessary for the state-building process to begin.  

One major point that must be repeatedly stressed is that the warlords of Afghanistan are very seldom related to the tribal leaders. Western observers have often failed to differentiate warlords from tribal leaders and as a result there is considerable hesitance on the part of the West to re-empower the Afghan tribes. There is a perception that empowering the tribes of Afghanistan will reverse gains made in the fight for human rights and particularly gender equality. This is a fair criticism, as the Pashtun tribes have traditionally excluded women from the political process. However, the alternative (rule by the warlords) has also led to a disastrous situation for women in Afghan politics.

The Loya Jirga
Like many Afghan leaders before him, President Karzai has repeatedly sought to project an image of tribal legitimacy. The primary means of securing tribal legitimacy in Afghanistan is through a Loya Jirga.
Loya Jirga is a Pashtun term referring to a “Grand Council”.
 It is a centuries old institution among the Pashtun people. The meetings take place on an ad-hoc basis, and attendees are summoned from across Afghanistan, even from non-Pashtun areas. It is essentially a consensus building forum and will only conclude when a matter has been agreed upon by all the participants. As a result, it is not uncommon for a Loya Jirga to continue for several days.

The selection processes behind Karzai’s Loya Jirgas are suspect and it is highly unlikely that genuine tribal leaders are actually attending these meetings. The 2003 Loya Jirga to ratify Afghanistan’s new constitution was marred by hundreds of walkouts (including the chairman). Many of the delegates criticised the lack of a specific agenda or adherence to traditional protocol. It has been generally assumed that most of the important decisions made in the Jirga were made behind the scenes between Karzai, various militia leaders and the US envoy, Zalmay Khalilzad.

Karzai’s utilisation of Loya Jirgas as a means legitimising the Afghan government and constitution has seriously damaged the reputation of this ancient form of decision making. Despite this, it is still possible that the people of Afghanistan would accept the conclusions of a genuine Loya Jirga. This is dependent on the non-attendance of corrupt elements of the Afghan government and inclusion of authentic tribal leaders. 

Beginning Tribal Engagement 

The process of tribal engagement must primarily take place at the local level, initially based on engagement with each tribal community in a given province. Engagement with the tribes cannot take place under the auspices of the central government in Kabul as the central government is not trusted in tribal areas.

A given area in a province will require a team comprised of:

1. A local tribal police force (30 - 40) men

2. A NATO team of no more than twelve. The team would comprise primarily of highly trained operatives, preferably Special Forces. Knowledge of the local language, anthropology and negotiating skills would be a prerequisite 

3. A nominal financial contribution to each tribal community of around $500,000

These teams would then begin the process of engaging with the tribes. Contact would be made with members of local communities and low level Jirgas would be arranged. The primary agenda of these meetings would have to place an emphasis on the needs of the community in which they are taking place, as a trust-building measure. Visits must be relatively frequent (five - six times a year) and allow for an exchange of information between each tribal community and its engagement team.

Once a relationship has been established with the tribes, the tribes can be looked upon to as a means of: 

· obtaining intelligence and 

· providing security for developmental projects. 

Intelligence: Intelligence gained by Pashtun speaking NATO operatives would be of far greater value than intelligence gained though local agents employed by the Afghan government. The international team would have to triangulate and correlate all local information, given the likelihood of intelligence bias between local tribes, villages or personages. With a committed team of knowledgeable field operatives, the web of intelligence will grow. A comprehensive intelligence network is necessary in Afghanistan as a means of coping with the crippling levels of corruption which are hindering development. High quality intelligence is also required to establish the identities of Taliban (or “Talibanised”) militants in the country.
 

Security: Although such a security system would be by no means ideal, it is vastly more preferable to the current arrangement whereby development projects are protected by local militias hired by private security contractors. The creation of tribal police forces will inevitably result in an increase of arms circulating among the tribes. It must also be stressed that any arming of civilians in tribal areas is extremely dangerous and could have a multitude of unforeseen consequences. Infighting may well result. However, many Afghan males have already been armed in Afghanistan since 2003 due to the employment of men in tribal militias by warlords and private security firms. Deserting soldiers have also increased the circulation of arms in the general population as a result of dramatic expansion of the Afghan military whilst issues of corruption and desertion are neglected. 

Once the process of forming a relationship with each tribe has started, negotiations can begin. Despite the tribal nature of the social system, the process would be not unlike the process of networking that goes on in the world of business today. Over a period ranging from a few months to a few years, the tribes of Afghanistan can gradually use their tribal networks to build trust and cooperation between the various tribes in different provinces. 

The next step would be a tribal Jirga across each province, which will be a bridge to a national Loya Jirga. This is a necessary step as the stabilisation of Afghanistan is an inevitably slow process. If the process is rushed in an attempt to realise short term gains, then much of the progress made will be lost. Once each province has had its own tribal Jirga, then a genuine Loya Jirga can be called. At this point, NATO must flex its muscle. The warlords cannot be allowed to dominate the proceedings as they did in 2002 and 2003. They must not be allowed in the building.

Obstacles

There are many obstacles to such a model of tribal engagement. The first major obstacle is the Afghan government itself. Many of the warlords within the government will be averse to tribal empowerment. They will be able to employ convincing arguments; citing human rights abuses, Taliban influence, etc. These arguments will be disingenuous. The corrupt members of the Afghan government will seek to oppose any measures that could possibly undermine their positions. Many corrupt members of the Afghan administration also have powerful contacts in the West. 

In order to mitigate this threat, NATO must employ its military and financial influence. Financial assistance will have to be withheld from uncooperative officials. In some cases, assets may be frozen. The Afghan intelligence service will have to be monitored by NATO intelligence services in order to prevent their interference in the tribal engagement strategy. Such a stance may prove initially unpopular among Western policymakers as the Afghan government is ostensibly considered to be an ally of the West. This pretence will have to be maintained in public. Nevertheless, the Afghan government cannot be trusted to allow a tribal engagement strategy to be successfully implemented. 

The second major obstacle is international power politics. Afghanistan is at the centre of a geopolitical struggle for influence in the region, as has been the case for decades, if not centuries. In much the same way that the US funded Afghan mujahedeen in the 1980s in order to undermine the Soviet Union’s military presence in Afghanistan, rival power blocs are seeking to undermine NATO’s position today. Islamabad, New Delhi, Tehran, Moscow and Beijing all have vested interests in the region and have been interfering in Afghanistan’s affairs for many years. 

The proxy conflict between the Pakistani intelligence service (the ISI) and the Indian intelligence service (RAW) is not fully understood in the West. Pakistan will not cooperate with the West in Afghanistan, despite pretences to the contrary. It has been assumed for a long time in Washington that the interests of Pakistan and the West are harmonious, whereas in reality, they are divergent. Broadly speaking, Pakistan seeks instability in Afghanistan. It seeks this because a stable Afghanistan will likely be pro-India. India has a vested interest in the current government, possibly more so than the West, because it is a means of containing Pakistan. 

China feels that NATO’s presence in Afghanistan is largely an effort at securing a strategic base in the region whilst securing access to energy resources and encircling China. This would place NATO in an advantageous position should a conflict with China occur in future. Afghan businessmen have links to commercial operations in China enabling the transfer of funds from Beijing to Afghanistan, with these businessmen acting as intermediaries. 

Iran will be ill at ease with a stable NATO ally on its Eastern border. Also, as long as NATO resources are tied up in Afghanistan, the probability of war against Iran is reduced. Iran is also seeking to strengthen its own ties with Eastern Afghanistan, placing its own sleeper cells in the territory as a deterrent to a strike by Israel or the US. 

Comment:  It is highly probable that a civil war will erupt upon the departure of NATO forces. Despite considerable foreign interference in Afghanistan’s affairs to date, it is unlikely that another foreign power will intervene and stabilise the country. A similar chain of events occurred when the Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan leading to the collapse of the Najabullah government three years later in 1992.  End comment.
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� This reason for this is known as the Semmelweis Reflex – the tendency to reject new evidence that contradicts an established paradigm, the established paradigm being that President Karzai will bring stability and democracy to Afghanistan. 


�This started when the June 2002 Loya Jirga was called to form the transitional administration. The delegates reported intimidation from the Afghan Intelligence Service and threatening behaviour from warlords who entered the Loya Jirga, despite not being invited to attend. These warlords subsequently went on to dominate the proceedings and instigate their agenda. 


� A famed female MP, Malalai Joja, has been repeatedly abused and attacked in the Afghan parliament for speaking out against the warlordism in the Afghan political process. On one occasion, a fellow parliamentarian called for her to be removed from the building and raped.


� A combination of Loya meaning “grand” and Jirga meaning “council”.


�This has proved extremely difficult for ISAF in Afghanistan due to rules of engagement that allow combat to take place on the basis of threat perception rather than reaction to hostility. It has also proved difficult to differentiate Taliban insurgents from civilians, especially (as in the case of the recent Operation Moshtarek) as large scale combat operations are preceded by leaflet dropping, which warn that an anti-insurgency operation is about to take place. 
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