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“QOuver-the-horizon” Counterterrorism Strategy and Challenges

From the outset of the U.S. withdrawal, U.S. officials said that the United States would maintain the ability
to combat terrorist threats in Afghanistan without a military presence on the ground there by utilizing assets
based outside of Afghanistan, in what has been described as an “over-the- horizon” approach. In
announcing the “final phase” of the U.S. withdrawal in April 2021, President Biden said, “We’ll reorganize
our counterterrorism capabilities and the substantial assets in the region to prevent the reemergence of
[terrorist threats] to our homeland from over the horizon.”""” In April 2021 testimony, U.S. Central
Command (CENTCOM) Commander General Kenneth McKenzie said he was “conducting detailed
planning” on over-the-horizon capabilities, which would be “difficult” but “not impossible” to establish:

You will have to base your overhead ISR [intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance]
from no longer within Afghanistan, where an MQ-9 [drone] can take off and be over its
target in a matter of minutes to, perhaps, much further away. We will look at all the
countries in the region. Our diplomats will reach out, and we’ll talk about places where
we could base those resources. Some of them may be very far away, and then there
would be a significant bill for those types of resources, because you’d have to cycle a lot
of them in and out."*®

When asked for specifics on what “over-the-horizon” capabilities might entail, Acting Assistant Secretary
of Defense for Indo-Pacific Affairs David Helvey said in a May 2021 hearing that details “are best left in a
classified session” and said broadly that “we are working ... to establish the types of arrangements that give
us the access, basing, and overflight necessary to address the terrorism threats.”'' The United States leased
bases in the Kyrgyz Republic, Pakistan, and Uzbekistan (from 2001-2014, 2001-2011, and 2001-2005,
respectively) to support military operations in Afghanistan. As of November 2021, similar arrangements
have not been announced with Afghanistan’s neighbors, which may be reticent about connections with U.S.
operations. For instance, in May 2021, Pakistan’s foreign minister ruled out any U.S. use of Pakistani bases
for future operations, explaining that his government has adopted a policy that allows it to become “only
partners in peace.” In June, Pakistan’s prime minister reiterated the refusal, saying it was

117 Remarks by President Biden on the Way Forward in Afghanistan, White House, April 14, 2021.

118 “House Armed Services Committee Holds Hearing on US Military Activities Greater Middle East and Africa,” CQ
Congressional Transcripts, April 20, 2021.

119 “House Armed Services Committee Holds Hearing on Afghanistan,” CQ Congressional Transcripts, May 12, 2021.
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based on fear of internal retaliation.'”” CNN reported in late October 2021 that the United States
was seeking an agreement with Pakistan to use its airspace for counterterrorism operations in
Afghanistan."”' In October 2021 testimony, Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Colin Kahl
said, “We’re seeking to build out a more robust ecosystem for over-the-horizon CT
[counterterrorism], which would include regional players ... we’re in conversation with
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and others.”'**

The closest U.S. bases to Afghanistan are in the Persian Gulf region, from which U.S. airstrikes in
Afghanistan have been launched in recent years, though U.S. aircraft must take an indirect route
to avoid Iranian airspace. The deployment of aircraft carriers in the Arabian Sea and operations
from Diego Garcia are other means by which the United States in theory could conduct “over-the-
horizon” operations in Afghanistan.'”

With the Taliban in control of Afghanistan, the United States will likely have to alter any plans
that had been predicated on the continued existence of the former Afghan government and its
security forces. In May 2021 testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, Acting
Assistant Secretary of Defense Helvey said having “a willing and capable partner in Afghanistan
is a critical piece of our CT capabilities. If that goes away, it becomes much harder, greater risk,
and it will be more costly.”'** Cooperation with Taliban authorities may prove impossible or too
diplomatically or politically fraught. Collaboration with non-Taliban Afghans via clandestine or
covert action authorities could yield counterterrorism gains but carry risks with regard to broader
U.S.-Taliban relations. Some Members of Congress have argued the Administration has not been
sufficiently forthcoming with regard to future U.S. plans to counter terrorism in Afghanistan.'?

An August 29, 2021, U.S. drone strike in Kabul that killed civilians may have demonstrated the
challenges associated with conducting remote counterterrorism strikes. At a September 17, 2021,
press conference, General Kenneth McKenzie said, “I would reject a parallel between this
operation and an over-the-horizon strike ... because we will have an opportunity to further
develop the target and time to look at pattern of life. That time was not available to us because
this was an imminent threat to our forces,” even though “our intelligence was wrong,”'*

Human Rights: Women and Ethnic and Religious Minorities

During their former rule, the Taliban had “one of the worst human rights records in the world,”
according to U.S. assessments; one U.S. official stated in November 2001, “The human rights
abuses that the Taliban have imposed on Afghanistan are in a class by themselves. In a number of
categories, they rate in the worst possible sector.”'*” While many human rights abuses continued

120 “pakistan: No More Military Bases for US Afghan Mission,” VOA News, May 11, 2021; Imran Khan, “Pakistan Is
Ready to Be a Partner for Peace in Afghanistan, But We Will Not Host U.S. Bases,” (op-ed), Washington Post, June 21,
2021.

121 Natasha Bertrand et al., “US nearing a formal agreement to use Pakistan’s airspace to carry out military
operations in Afghanistan,” CNN, October 23, 2021.

122 “senate Armed Services Committee Holds Hearing on Afghanistan, South and Central Asia Security,” op. cit.

123 paul McLeary, “The U.S. ground war in Afghanistan is over. Now it’s the Navy’s turn,” Politico, September 3, 2021.
124 “Senate Armed Services Committee Holds Hearing on Transition from Afghanistan,” op cit.

125 Jonathan Swan and Zachary Basu, “Red flags for Biden’s ‘over-the-horizon’ Strategy,” Axios, September 12, 2021.
126 pepartment of Defense, “General Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr. Commander of U.S. Central Command and Pentagon
Press Secretary John F. Kirby Hold a Press Briefing,” September 17, 2021.

127 “Human Rights and the Taliban,” Remarks by Assistant Secretary Lorne W. Craner, U.S. Department of State,
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under the U.S.-backed former Afghan government, conditions generally are seen to have
improved, leading to fears about the Taliban takeover reversing progress on human rights
achieved since 2001. Two of the most prominent, and closely watched, issues in this area are the
rights of Afghan women and girls and the rights of ethnic and religious minorities. In both cases,
the Taliban’s actions since August 2021 suggest that the group’s rule will restrict many former
rights and protections for Afghan women; the picture with regard to minorities is more mixed.

Afghan Women and Girls

Since taking power in August 2021, Taliban officials have reiterated their commitment to
protecting women’s rights “within the framework of sharia.”'*® Some observers question whether
Taliban statements are an attempt to assuage concerns that a rollback of women’s rights is
imminent and to dispel “rumors” about reported actions carried out by the group before its
takeover, such as forced marriages and targeted killings of women.'” In the immediate aftermath
of the takeover, Taliban leaders called on women government employees to return to their posts,
as long as they were wearing the hijab (headscarf), and granted “amnesty” to all men and women
who worked with foreign powers."*’ Taliban leaders subsequently called for women to stay home
temporarily, citing concerns over new Taliban forces who “have not yet been trained very well”
and who may mistreat, harm, or harass women."'

The Taliban are often portrayed as the prime drivers of Afghan women’s oppression. Others have
noted that many people within Afghan society hold restrictive views of women’s rights that often
predate the Taliban movement, particularly in rural areas, where 76% of the population resides.'*
For some Afghan women, the Taliban takeover may represent an improvement over high levels of
violence that have characterized recent years, if the group can prevent further violence and
improve security conditions.'* This may be particularly so for those in rural areas more affected
by conflict. Fieldwork conducted in 2019 and 2020 found that “peace is an absolute priority for
some rural women, even a peace deal very much on the Taliban terms.”"**

For other women, the Taliban’s takeover has increased fears of sexual violence, retaliation, and
displacement, and has created longer-term concerns over the future of women’s rights under a
Taliban government.'*> A number of women have protested in Kabul and other cities to demand

November 6, 2001.

128 “Transcript of Taliban’s first news conference in Kabul,” Al Jazeera, August 17, 2021. Sharia refers broadly to
concepts and principles of Islamic religious jurisprudence that vary in their interpretation under different schools of
practice. For more, see Matthew Nelson, “The Taliban’s (Islamic) Isolation,” Chatham House, October 21, 2020.

129 | ynne O’Donnell, “As Taliban Expand Control, Concerns About Forced Marriage and Sex Slavery Rise,” Foreign
Policy, July 23, 2021. Other restrictions reportedly imposed in some areas of the country since May 2021 included
ordering women not leave the home without a male guardian, closing girls’ and mixed-gender schools, and banning
the use of television. Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, “Escalation of Violent Confrontations and
a Rise in Violations of Human Rights, June 22 to July 6, 2021,” July 17, 2021.

130 “Taliban urges government staff to return to work,” Ariana News, August 16, 2021.

131 Maggie Astor, Sharif Hassan, and Norimitsu Onishi, “A Taliban spokesman urges women to stay home because
fighters haven’t been trained to respect them,” The New York Times, August 24, 2021.

132 John R. Allen and Vanda Felbab-Brown, “The fate of women’s rights in Afghanistan,” Brookings Institution,
September 2020.

133 Anand Gopal, “The Other Afghan Women,” The New Yorker, September 6, 2021.

134 Allen and Brown, “The fate of women'’s rights in Afghanistan”; International Crisis Group, “What Will Peace Talks
Bode for Afghan Women?” briefing note, April 6, 2020.

135 “‘| worry my daughters will never know peace’: women flee the Taliban—again,” The Guardian, August 12, 2021;
Farnaz Fassihi et al., “For Afghan Women, Taliban Stir Fears of Return to a Repressive Past,” The New York Times,
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protection for human rights and inclusion in the Taliban government. Reports indicate some
women have been beaten by Taliban fighters while protesting, and some journalists have been
detained while covering the protests.'*® The Taliban have reinstated the Ministry of Propagation
of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, which enforced the Taliban’s interpretation of Islam in the
1990s. The Taliban’s government does not include the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, which was
not present in the prior Taliban government but had been a part of the former Afghan
government. "’

On September 18, 2021, the Ministry of Education announced the reopening of public secondary
schools and directed all male teachers and students to attend. The lack of reference to girls led
most to stay home and led some to describe a Taliban “ban” on girls’ education.'*® Taliban
spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid said on September 20 that the Taliban was finalizing
arrangements to reopen secondary schools for girls in a “safe learning environment,” which
would happen “as soon as possible.”'*

Many women’s rights advocates are skeptical of these claims and fearful that the group never
intends to allow such education. In the 1990s, the Taliban did not formally ban secondary or
higher education for girls, but similarly prohibited it on an ostensibly temporary basis due to
unspﬁgiﬁed security concerns, a de facto ban that lasted the entirety of the group’s five-year
rule.

Some signs suggest that the Taliban may permit education for women and girls in at least some
cases. Schooling for girls up to sixth grade reportedly resumed in gender-segregated classrooms.
Women have resumed attending a number of universities, though a Taliban minister said
classrooms would be gender-segregated and Islamic dress would be compulsory for women.'*! In
early October 2021, media outlets reported that secondary schooling for girls had resumed (or in
some cases not ever been suspended) in several northern provinces.'** It is unclear to what extent
this development represents a broader change in Taliban policy or if the group is adapting to local
conditions (which would itself constitute a break with how the group governed in the 1990s)."**
Foreign ministers from Turkey, Indonesia, and other Muslim-majority countries reportedly plan to
visit Kabul to encourage the Taliban to allow girls’ education.'**

August 17, 2021.

136 yaroslav Trofimov, “Afghan Women Protest Hard-Line Taliban Government, Face Violent Crackdown,” Wall Street
Journal, September 8, 2021.
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officials,” Washington Post, September 8, 2021.

138 Sune Engel Rasmussen and Jalal Nazari, “Afghanistan’s Taliban Prohibit Girls from Secondary School,” Wall Street
Journal, September 19, 2021.

139 “Girls to return to secondary school ‘soon as possible’: Taliban,” Al Jazeera, September 21, 2021.

140 Margot Buff, ““Our Futures Will Be Ruined’: Afghan Girls Fear Denial of Education Under Taliban,” Gandhara,
September 21, 2021; Rasmussen and Nazari, op. cit.

141 Ezzatullah Mehrdad, Gerry Shih and Miriam Berger, “Taliban minister says women can attend university, but not
alongside men,” Washington Post, September 12, 2021.

142 “Gir|s Attend Schools in Kunduz, Balkh, Sar-e-Pol,” TOLOnews, October 9, 2021; “In northern Afghanistan, girls’
schools working despite ban elsewhere,” Reuters, October 12, 2021.

143 Ehsanullah Amiri and Margherita Stancati, “Taliban Allow Teenage Afghan Girls Back in Some Provincial
Schools-But Not in Kabul,” Wall Street Journal, October 12, 2021.

144 patrick Wintour, “Muslim foreign ministers to make women’s rights plea to Taliban,” Guardian, October 13, 2021.
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Ethnic and Religious Minorities

Taliban rhetoric and action with regard to ethnic and religious minorities has generally been more
favorable than their stance toward Afghan women’s rights. The situation appears mixed and in
flux, particularly in the absence of formal policy directives from senior Taliban leaders.

One of the largest ethnoreligious minorities in Afghanistan is the Hazaras, who are mostly Shia
Muslims and make up around 10-15% of Afghanistan’s population. They are concentrated in their
historic homelands in central Afghanistan (the Hazarajat) as well as several parts of western
Kabul. Their persecution at the hands of Afghan rulers goes back to the late nineteenth century.
Taliban forces massacred Hazara civilians on several occasions during their 1996-2001 rule.'®’
This history contributed to many Hazaras expressing fear about the Taliban’s possible return
leading up to 2021."*® The Taliban (who have historically been mostly ethnic Pashtun Sunni
Muslims) took some actions to “portray themselves as a nationwide movement,” including
appointing a Hazara official in northern Afghanistan in 2020.'*’ In recent years, Hazaras arguably
faced greater threats from ISKP, which repeatedly targeted Hazara schools, mosques, and other
sites in Kabul on an anti-Shia sectarian basis.

Since their August 2021 takeover, the Taliban have continued to demonstrate a more accepting
official stance toward the Hazaras, particularly in urban areas, even as reports emerge of
massacres and forced displacement in the Hazarajat. Taliban fighters reportedly guarded Shias’
August 2021 commemoration of the holy day of Ashura, which has been marred by violence in
Afghanistan in the past.'** One Hazara was appointed to serve in the Taliban’s cabinet, as an
acting deputy minister of health. These and other evidently supportive actions have taken place
alongside reports that Taliban fighters in central Afghanistan have forcibly evicted hundreds of
Hazara families from their homes.'*” Amnesty International has also reported that Taliban fighters
executed Hazara civilians (including former Afghan security forces) in July and August 2021."°
Surveying these mixed messages, one observer speculated in early September 2021 that “the
Taliban political leadership’s more pragmatic approach toward the Hazara is necessary to
maintain its fragile control over all of Afghanistan,” but that persecution could increase in the
absence of international attention."’

Afghanistan has also been home to several other religious minorities, such as Hindus and
Sikhs."”* Afghanistan was once home to tens of thousands of Hindus and Sikhs, but their numbers
decreased precipitously after Afghanistan became engulfed in violence and instability in the

145 “Afghanistan: The Massacres in Mazar-i Sharif,” Human Rights Watch, November 1998; “Massacres of Hazaras in

Afghanistan,” Human Rights Watch, February 1, 2001.

146 David Zucchino and Fatima Faizi, “They Are Thriving After Years of Persecution but Fear a Taliban Deal,” New York
Times, March 27, 2019.

147 “Taliban appoints first Shia Hazara as shadow district chief of the group,” Khaama Press, April 28, 2020.

148 Jim Huylebroek, “On the ground: Kabul on edge,” New York Times, August 20, 2021.

149 Shirin Jaafari, ““Why don’t you have mercy?’: Afghanistan’s Hazara people increasingly face eviction, violence under
Taliban rule,” PRI, October 5, 2021.

150 “Afghanistan: 13 Hazara killed by Taliban fighters in Daykundi province — new investigation,” Amnesty
International, October 5, 2021; “Afghanistan: Taliban responsible for brutal massacre of Hazara men —

new investigation,” Amnesty International, August 19, 2021.

151 Tom Mutch, “Afghanistan’s Hazaras Get Mixed Messages From the Taliban,” Foreign Policy, September 4, 2021.
152 Afghanistan’s last Jewish resident reportedly left the country weeks after the Taliban’s August 2021
takeover. Muhammad Farooq and Joseph Krauss, “Afghanistan’s last Jew leaves after Taliban takeover,”
Associated Press, September 9, 2021.
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1970s. In 2001, the Taliban reportedly issued an order that non-Muslim minorities wear
distinctive marks on their clothing, perhaps the most public of the group’s oppressive actions
against religious minorities."> Many of Afghanistan’s remaining Hindus and Sikhs (numbering in
the low hundreds) sought to leave the country after the Taliban’s 2021 takeover; it is unclear how
many remain."”* The Taliban appear to be demonstrating greater tolerance than they showed in the
past. In September 2021, a group of Hindus and Sikhs met with the Taliban-appointed mayor of
Kabul, who reportedly told them that his administration would work on behalf of their
communities, including upkeep of their places of worship.'*® Days later, a Sikh place of worship
in Kabul was vandalized, reportedly by Taliban fighters;'*® a Taliban spokesperson later wrote on
Twitter that those who had “harassed” the “Hindu minority” had been arrested."”’

U.S. Partners and U.S. Citizens Remaining in Afghanistan

Data from the State Department indicate that in the weeks leading up to the final withdrawal of
U.S. forces on August 30, 2021, the United States directly evacuated or facilitated the removal of
124,000 individuals, including 6,000 U.S. citizens."** Others evacuated included U.S. lawful
permanent residents, citizens from partner nations, and Afghans such as Special Immigrant Visa
(SIV) holders or applicants or others who worked with or for the United States in Afghanistan, as
well as members of their families."’

According to the State Department, between 100 and 200 U.S. citizens remained in the country as
of mid-October 2021."*” Thousands of Afghans who were employed on behalf of U.S. efforts
remain in the country. Many of these individuals and their families have sought to leave
Afghanistan, fearing retribution from the Taliban.

The Taliban have said that, “Thousands of soldiers who have fought us for 20 years, after the
occupation, all of them have been pardoned,” and proclaimed a general amnesty.'®' However,
U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights Michelle Bachelet said on September 13 that her
office had received “credible allegations of reprisal killings of a number of former [ Afghan
military] personnel, and reports of civilians who worked for previous administrations and their
family members being arbitrarily detained,” after which some were found dead.'®

A joint statement by the United States and dozens of other countries on August 29, 2021, said,
“We have received assurances from the Taliban that all foreign nationals and any Afghan citizens

153 pamela Constable, “Taliban Singles Out Religious Minorities,” Washington Post, May 23, 2001.

154 Seerat Chabba, “Afghanistan: What does Taliban rule mean for Sikhs and Hindus?” Deutsche Welle, September 8,
2021.
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India, September 30, 2021.

156 “Taliban Vandalizes Gurudwara in Kabul, Takes People In Custody: Report,” NDTV, October 6, 2021.

157 Zabihullah Mujahid (@Zabehulah_M33), Twitter, October 9, 2021, at https://twitter.com/Zabehulah_M33/status/
1446767821841698816.

158 “The United States Conducts Unprecedented Relocation Effort,” Department of State, September 6, 2021.

159 For more information, see CRS Report R43725, Iraqgi and Afghan Special Immigrant Visa Programs, by Andorra
Bruno.

160 “Department Press Briefing — October 22, 2021,” Department of State, October 22, 2021.

161 “Transcript of Taliban’s first news conference in Kabul,” Al Jazeera, August 17, 2021.

162 “Oral update on the situation of human rights in Afghanistan” 48™ Session of the Human Rights Council, September
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with travel authorization from our countries will be allowed” to leave the country.'® U.S. officials
discussed “safe passage for U.S. citizens, other foreign nationals and our Afghan partners” in a
meeting with Taliban representatives in Doha, Qatar, according to an October 10, 2021, State
Department statement. The United States has continued to facilitate the departure of certain
individuals from Afghanistan since August 31, including 240 U.S. citizens, 157 lawful permanent
residents, and an unknown number of Afghans through unspecified overland routes and charter
flights as of October 22, 2021.'* U.S. government agencies have worked with dozens of private
groups (many representing U.S. military veterans) in this effort. Additionally, on October 18 a
State Department spokesperson indicated that “probably a couple thousand” of individuals had
left Afghanistan “via a variety of means” other than U.S. government assistance.'®’

While Kabul’s international airport has been partially operational since late September 2021,
some issues remain, including high prices for commercial flights brought on by insurance
premiums for operating in Afghanistan.'®® Some Afghans lack passports or other necessary travel
documents, which impedes international travel. The Taliban have reportedly expedited passport
processing.'®” The State Department has said that it is working to provide additional options for
U.S. citizens and Afghan partners to leave Afghanistan. These include facilitating charter flights
on a more routine basis and working with partners such as Qatar to enable the resumption of
normal commercial activity at Kabul International Airport.'®®

Regional Relations and Dynamics

The Taliban have stated “we do not want to have any problem with the international
community.”'® Still, their August 2021 takeover has upended regional dynamics, and the
Taliban’s views of, and relations toward, Afghanistan’s neighbors vary and will likely continue to
evolve as the group begins governing.

Pakistan has long played an active and, by many accounts, disruptive and destabilizing role in
Afghan affairs, including through the provision of active and passive support to the Taliban.'”
Many observers see the Taliban’s takeover as a substantive triumph for Pakistan, bolstering its
influence in Afghanistan and advancing its decades-long efforts to limit Indian influence there.'”"
Still, Pakistani officials claim that their influence over the Taliban is limited.'”

More broadly, despite some implicitly pro-Taliban statements from top Pakistani officials, the
Taliban’s takeover may present challenges and complications for Pakistan.'”* Afghanistan and
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Pakistan have long had an ethnically tinged dispute over their shared 1,600-mile-long border.'™
The Taliban (like past Afghan governments) have not accepted this “Durand Line.” Such
differences may exacerbate Pashtun nationalism inside Pakistan, creating a potential flashpoint in
future relations.'”” Many commentators, including some from Pakistan, express strong concerns
about the prospect that the Taliban’s takeover could also empower Islamist militant groups that
have continued to operate in Pakistani territory.'” The presence of the TTP or Pakistani Taliban
(see above) within Afghanistan might also test relations between Pakistan and the Taliban. The
two sides have already experienced friction, including the October 2021 suspension of state-run
Pakis‘[an1 7I7nternationa1 Airlines charter flights from Kabul due to “inappropriate behavior” by the
Taliban.

Figure 2.Afghanistan and Its Neighbors
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Pakistan’s foreign minister said in late September 2021 that “I don’t think anybody is in a rush to
recognize” the Taliban, but also called for “innovative” engagement with the group, saying “At
the same time, the international community has to realize: What’s the alternative? What are the
options? This is the reality, and can they turn away from this reality?””'”® In an October 2021
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176 See, for example, Madiha Afzal and Michael O’Hanlon, “Why Staying in Afghanistan Is the Least Bad Choice for

Biden” (op-ed), Washington Post, March 8, 2021.

177 pyaz Gul, “Pakistan Suspends Flights to Kabul Over ‘Inappropriate’ Taliban Behavior,” Voice of America, October 14,

2021.

178 “Quershi says no rush to recognise Taliban govt in Afghanistan,” Dawn, September 21, 2021; Edith Lederer, “The AP
Interview: Don’t isolate the Taliban, Pakistan urges,” Associated Press, September 23, 2021.
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interview, Prime Minister Khan said that Pakistan was in conversation with Afghanistan’s other
neighbors about “the timing of when to recognize the Taliban regime,” and “soon or later [the
United States] will have to” recognize the Taliban government.'”” This question is likely to
dominate U.S.-Pakistan relations for the foreseeable future: in an October 2021 visit to India,
Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman said that her forthcoming visit to Islamabad would be
“for a very specific and narrow purpose,” namely to discuss the new Taliban government in
Afghanistan.'®

China shares a small, sparsely inhabited border with Afghanistan and has played a relatively
limited role in Afghan affairs in recent years, motivated chiefly by what China perceives as a
threat from Islamist militants in Afghanistan.'®' Economically, Chinese investments (particularly
in the development of Afghan minerals and other resources) have attracted some attention in the
past, but major projects have not come to fruition due to instability, lack of infrastructure, and
other limitations. Afghanistan has not been a significant part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative
or the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, in part because of tensions between Pakistan and the
former Afghan government. Nevertheless, Afghanistan’s potential mineral wealth, combined with
the Taliban’s takeover, could lead to greater Chinese involvement in Afghanistan.

The Chinese government has signaled its support for the Taliban since its takeover of
Afghanistan’s government, and met with the group both before and after the takeover. Although
Chinese officials have emphasized the importance of establishing an “inclusive political
structure” in the country, some analysts have concluded that China’s recognition of the Taliban as
the Afghanistan’s government is “all but inevitable'** China does appear supportive of the
Taliban’s government, despite its previous calls for the group to establish an “inclusive political
structure.”'™ China’s foreign minister said in September 2021 that economic sanctions on
Afghanistan should end and that the country’s foreign exchange reserves belong to the Afghan
people and should not be used to exact political pressure.'®* For their part, the Taliban have
indicated they intend to cooperate closely with China, with a Taliban spokesperson reportedly
suggesting in one foreign media interview that China would be the Afghan government’s most
important partner going forward.'® The Taliban’s reported ‘removal’ of Uyghur militants from
the Afghanistan-China border area may reflect and presage closer ties, including security
cooperation, between the two countries.'*

Iran’s interests in Afghanistan include preserving its historic influence in western Afghanistan,
protecting Afghanistan’s Shia minority (the Hazaras), and reducing the flow of refugees into Iran
(Iran hosts millions of documented and undocumented Afghans). The Iranian government
welcomed the departure of U.S. troops from Afghanistan (which President Ebrahim Raisi

179 “One on One — Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan,” TRT World, October 2, 2021. Available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QKrq2k1WiXs.

180 Shah Meer Baloch and Julian Borger, “Biden administration delivers brusque message to Pakistan,” Guardian,
October 10, 2021.

181 yyn Sun, “China’s Strategic Assessment of Afghanistan,” War on the Rocks, April 8, 2020.

182 Derek Grossman, “Chinese Recognition of the Taliban Is All but Inevitable,” Foreign Policy, August 27, 2021.

183 |bid.

184 “Chinese FM says economic sanctions on Afghanistan must end,” Reuters, September 23, 2021.

185 Mattia Sorbi, “Afghanistan, il portavoce dei talebani Zabiullah Mujahid: ‘Chiediamo all’ltalia di riconosceri. La Cina
ci finanziera,” La Repubblica, September 1, 2021.

186 Reid Standish, “Taliban ‘Removing’ Uyghur Militants from Afghanistan’s Border with China,” RFE/RL, October 5,
2021.
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characterized as a “defeat”) and has called for national unity in the country."®’ Some have
speculated that Iran, as it did during the 1990s, might support Afghans in northern, western, and
central Afghanistan against the Taliban, particularly if Hazaras reject and seek to resist a Taliban-
led government.'®® Iranian officials condemned the Taliban’s September 2021 takeover of
Panjshir and expressed concern about the makeup of the Taliban government.'® Other analysts
argue Iran is unlikely to oppose the Taliban, to avoid further instability, and will continue to seek
accommodation with the group.'”

Afghanistan’s Central Asian neighbors (Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan) have
responded in varying ways to the Taliban’s takeover, including the only regional rejection of the
group’s government. Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan appear to be prioritizing economic ties,
including the planned Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (T API) natural gas pipeline, and
have had official engagements with the Taliban (such as the Uzbek foreign minister’s October
2021 visit to Kabul)."" Tajikistan on the other hand has rejected the Taliban’s government and
emerged as the group’s chief regional antagonist, a result both of Tajikistan’s own historical
struggles with Islamist militancy as well as ethnolinguistic ties with Afghan Tajiks (the country’s
second largest ethnic group) who oppose the Taliban’s rule. Tajikistan has reportedly offered
refuge to prominent anti-Taliban Afghan leaders such as Amrullah Saleh and Ahmad Massoud,
and its officials have criticized the Taliban government, prompting the Taliban to warn Tajikistan
against interfering in Afghan affairs.'”

Russia has long expressed concerns about instability in Afghanistan and the potential spread of
radical Islam, drugs, and refugees throughout the neighboring Central Asia region and into
Russia.'”” Initial Russian statements suggest the Russian government seeks to continue to build
on its relations with the Taliban (including inviting the group to participate in October 2021
multilateral talks in Moscow), though it has concerns about the effect of the Taliban’s takeover on
traditional Russian concerns.'”* Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said at a September 25,
2021, press conference, “The question of international recognition of the Taliban at the present
juncture is not on the table” and that Russia was working with the United States, China, and
Pakistan to ensure the Taliban keep their promises to govern inclusively.'”> Russian officials have
also expressed support for Tajikistan, which hosts Russia’s largest external military base.
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Foreign Assistance and Security Cooperation

Non-humanitarian foreign assistance was a significant part of prior U.S. efforts to stabilize
Afghanistan and support its former government. According to SIGAR, as of June 30, 2021,
Congress appropriated nearly $125 billion for reconstruction and related activities in Afghanistan
(not including humanitarian assistance or agency operations) since FY2002. Of this $125 billion,
nearly $89 billion was for security and $36 billion was for governance and development. The
Taliban’s August 2021 takeover raises significant concerns about U.S. assistance going forward,
both for Afghanistan and more broadly.

Since the Taliban’s takeover, the group’s leaders have called for greater international assistance as
the country faces looming and intersecting financial, economic, and humanitarian crises.”’ U.S.
officials maintain, as a State Department spokesperson said on September 24, 2021, that “the
Taliban will need and in fact want international assistance.” However, in a September 2021
Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing, Secretary Blinken indicated potential limits to the
kinds of aid the Taliban accepts or facilitates: “while the Taliban seeks and probably will support
and protect basic humanitarian assistance ... it may be a different story when it comes to things

233 “Taliban call for international aid as WHO chief visits Kabul,” Express Tribune, September 21, 2021.
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that are directed specifically at women and girls.”*** In some areas, such as economic
development and education, U.S. interests may intersect with the Taliban’s, allowing for some
limited cooperation. It is unlikely that large-scale U.S. foreign assistance could resume in the
continued absence of U.S. diplomatic personnel, given statutorily mandated oversight
requirements.

Secretary Blinken also said “we should be looking at and maybe building upon previous
verification and distribution models and mechanisms in other countries, including those
developed by the United Nations, where assistance can successfully incentivize positive actions
by the government.”>** Congress might also consider development assistance as a means of
influencing how the Taliban govern; however, it remains unclear whether U.S. or other foreign
assistance represents a sufficient incentive for the Taliban to moderate its policies or otherwise
compromise on key issues. The limits of the international community’s leverage appear reflected
in the Taliban’s establishment of a non-inclusive government.

Questions of U.S. aid to the Taliban also relate to the contentious question of international
recognition of the Taliban as Afghanistan’s government, which U.S. officials have said will
depend on the Taliban’s actions, including how it treats Afghan women and girls. Lack of U.S.
recognition may constrain or complicate the delivery of aid, but would not preclude it. Shortly
after the Taliban takeover, National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan said, “there are a range of
different diplomatic relationships the United States has with countries around the world,
including some in very difficult or nonexistent relationships with governments where we still
provide forms of aid to people.””’ Some Members of Congress have introduced legislation that
would prohibit or condition all U.S. assistance (including humanitarian assistance) that would
benefit the Taliban:

e OnAugust 27,2021, Representative Scott Perry introduced H.R. 5121, which
would terminate Afghanistan’s designation as a Major Non-NATO Ally.

e On August 31, 2021, Representative Mike Gallagher introduced H.R. 5127,
which would, among other provisions, prohibit the use of funds for any activity
that would support the Taliban, including payments to the Taliban (either
directly or through third parties) and the removal of bilateral or multilateral
sanctions on the Taliban.

e On September 3, 2021, Representative Carlos Gimenez introduced H.R. 5164,
which would prohibit the provision of U.S. funds to the Taliban or to other
persons who might make such funds available to benefit the Taliban.

e OnSeptember 10, 2021, Representative Scott Perry introduced H.R. 5236, which
would prohibit the use of U.S. funds to support the Taliban, including financial,
humanitarian, or materiel assistance.

e On September 27, 2021, Senator James Risch introduced S. 2863, which would
suspend U.S. assistance to governments or organizations assessed by the

234 “Senate Foreign Relations Committee Holds Hearing on Afghanistan,” CQ Congressional Transcripts, September 14,
2021.

235 Section 7044(a)(1)(F) of Division K of P.L. 117-260.

236 “Secretary Antony J. Blinken Opening Remarks at Ministerial on Afghanistan,” U.S. Department of State,
September 8, 2021.

237 “press Briefing by Press Secretary Jen Psaki and National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan,” White House, August 17,
2021.
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Secretary of State to provide material support to the Taliban (with a national
security waiver and humanitarian exceptions).

Administration actions (possibly with congressional input) may also place limits on U.S. foreign
assistance. During the Taliban’s 1990s rule, U.S. aid to Afghanistan was restricted by successive
presidential determinations under Section 490 of the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, as amended,
that Afghanistan was a major drug producing and/or major drug transit country unable to receive
most forms of U.S. bilateral assistance. Since 2001, successive Administrations have continued to
designate Afghanistan as a major drug producing and/or major drug transit country but have not
subjected it to aid limitations.>® The Taliban successfully banned opium production for a brief
period of their 1996-2001 rule, but profited from narcotics production and trafficking during their
insurgency, leading to questions about how they might approach the issue after their 2021
takeover.

Security assistance may also be an element of the U.S. policy response to the Taliban
government. Some Members have called for U.S. support to anti-Taliban opposition led by
Ahmad Massoud, though those calls largely predate the reported Taliban capture of the opposition
stronghold of Panjshir. One Member reportedly said in August 2021 that “we’re going to take a
play out of Charlie Wilson’s playbook,” referring to the former Congressman known for his role
in securing material support for anti-Soviet Afghan mujahideen in the 1980s.>* The United States
might also consider security assistance to the country’s neighbors as they confront the impacts of
the Taliban’s takeover on humanitarian conditions and regional terrorist groups. Two of
Afghanistan’s six neighbors are not U.S. partners (Iran and China), and the United States has had
varying degrees of cooperation with the other four (Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and
Turkmenistan), including on border security issues.

International Financial Institutions

International financial institutions (IFIs) provided or facilitated billions of dollars in assistance to
Afghanistan over the past twenty years. Their decision to block the country’s access to funds after
the Taliban takeover, due to lack of clarity among the international community over recognizing a
Taliban government in Afghanistan, creates new complications. The United States plays a
leadership role in IFI decisions, giving Congress potential influence on related U.S. approaches.

International Monetary Fund

On August 2, 2021, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) approved an allocation of $650
billion in “special drawing rights” (SDRs), its fourth and largest ever such allocation, to
supplement global reserves during the global pandemic. SDRs are international reserve assets that
can be converted into “hard” currency (such as dollars and euros that are widely used in
international transactions) through trades with other IMF members. SDRs are allocated to IMF
members in proportion to their weight in the global economy, and Afghanistan’s share is
approximately $440 million. The new SDRs were to be made available to all IMF member
countries on August 23, and many policymakers expressed concern that the Taliban might gain
access to these new funds.** The United States reportedly negotiated to pause the SDR

238 For more, see CRS Report R46695, The U.S. “Majors List” of lllicit Drug-Producing and Drug-Transit Countries, by
Liana W. Rosen.

239 Alexander Ward, “Conservatives are backing Afghanistan’s resistance movement,” Politico, August 27, 2021.

240 “I|MF Funding for the Taliban?” (editorial), Wall Street Journal, August 25, 2021.
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allocation.”*' On August 17, 2021, Representative French Hill and 17 other lawmakers wrote to
Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen urging the United States to intervene and help prevent the Taliban
from accessing IMF resources.**

Days after the Taliban takeover, on August 18, 2021, an IMF spokesperson said,

As is always the case, the IMF is guided by the views of the international community.
There is currently a lack of clarity within the international community regarding
recognition of a government in Afghanistan, as a consequence of which the country
cannot access the Special Drawing Rights (SDRs) or other IMF resources.

That spokesperson added on September 16, 2021, “our engagement with Afghanistan has been
suspended until there is clarity within the international community on the recognition of the
government” but that “we stand ready to work with the international community to advocate for
urgent actions to stall a looming humanitarian crisis.”*** As of November 2021, the Taliban have
not gained access to the SDRs.

World Bank and Other Multilateral Development Banks

Afghanistan has received significant support from multilateral development banks, including the
World Bank ($5.3 billion from 2002-February 2021) and the Asian Development Bank (ADB)
($6.4 billion from 2002-June 2021). Both institutions’ funds have supported grants and loans to
projects in infrastructure, agriculture, health, and other sectors. The World Bank had $1.2 billion
in active projects in Afghanistan as of February 2021.

On August 25, 2021, a World Bank spokesperson reportedly said “We have paused disbursements
in our operations in Afghanistan and we are closely monitoring and assessing the situation in line
with our internal policies and procedures,” citing concerns about “the country’s development
prospects, especially for women.”** World Bank staff based in Kabul had days earlier reportedly
been evacuated to Pakistan.**’ In a factsheet published in September 2021, the ADB said it “will
continue to assist Afghanistan with COVID-19 pandemic recovery” as well as the agriculture,
energy, natural resources, and other sectors.

On September 23, 2021, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi called for the IMF and World Bank to
release Afghan government accounts “as soon as possible,” alongside criticism of other sanctions
on Afghanistan and the U.S. freezing of DAB assets (see below). In October 2021, the
administration of direct payments to basic health providers in Afghanistan, a program formerly
funded by the World Bank, was reported to be taken over by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) with funding from the Global Fund, an international health organization.**®
Those funds (which amount to $15 million for October 2021) are to be deposited in a UNDP
account in an Afghan commercial bank, as permitted by licenses issued by the U.S. Treasury in
September 2021, after which UNDP will distribute the funds to NGO implementers. Without
making reference to this or other specific arrangements, U.N. Secretary-General Antonio Guterres

241 David Lawder, “IMF blocks Afghanistan’s access to SDR reserves over lack of clarity on government,” Reuters,
August 18, 2021.

242 The letter is available at https://hill.house.gov/uploadedfiles/20210817Itrtosecyellenresdrstoafghanistan.pdf.

243 “Transcript of IMF Press Briefing,” IMF, September 16, 2021.

244 “Afghanistan: World Bank halts aid after Taliban takeover,” BBC, August 25, 2021.

245 “World Bank’s Kabul-based staff evacuated to Pakistan- internal memo,” Reuters, August 20, 2021.

246 Karen DeYoung, “U.N. agency to pay salaries of Afghan health-care workers to help stave off humanitarian crisis,”
Washington Post, October 6, 2021.
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said on October 11, 2021, “We must seek ways to create the conditions that would allow Afghan
professionals and civil servants to continue working to serve the Afghan population,” and further
called on the international community to “take action and inject liquidity into the Afghan
economy to avoid collapse.”*"’

U.S. Policy and Congressional Role

As the largest shareholder in both the IMF (16.5% voting share) and the World Bank (16% voting
share), the United States has a role in their decisionmaking. Within the Executive Branch, the
Department of the Treasury is the lead agency on the IFIs. Congress plays a role in shaping U.S.
policy at the IFIs. Congress authorizes and appropriates U.S. financial contributions to the
institutions. It also passes legislation directing the U.S. representatives at the institutions to use its
“voice and vote” to advocate for specific policies, including prohibiting U.S. support for loans to
certain countries or under certain conditions.***

Some Members have, since the Taliban’s takeover, introduced measures that would direct U.S.
actions at the IMF, including

e H.R.5055, introduced by Representative Andy Biggs on August 20, 2021, would
require the Secretary of the Treasury to oppose the IMF’s recognition of the
Taliban as Afghanistan’s government, subject to a presidential waiver certifying
Taliban actions to uphold women'’s rights and not support international
terrorist groups.

e H.R.5316, introduced by Representative Gregory Steube on September 21,
2021, would prevent allocations of SDRs at the IMF for countries that perpetrate
genocide or are state sponsors of terrorism.

No similar measures related to other IFIs have been introduced.
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