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On September 7, 2021, the Taliban announced a “caretaker government” to rule Afghanistan. Analyst in Middle Eastern
The announcement came weeks after the Taliban, a Sunni Islamist extremist movement that ruled  Affairs

most of Afghanistan from 1996 until 2001, retook effective control of the country with the

collapse of the U.S.-backed former Afghan government and its security forces amid the U.S.

military departure.

November 2, 2021

The Taliban’s return to power comes almost 20 years after a U.S.-led military campaign deposed the group in response to its
harboring of the international Islamist terrorist group Al Qaeda, which carried out the September 11, 2001, attacks. The
Taliban regrouped and began an insurgency that by 2005 was challenging U.S. and international military forces, along with
the new Afghan government and its nascent security forces, in parts of the country. After a 2009-2011 “surge,” U.S. force
levels decreased as Afghan forces took responsibility for security nationwide. Deep and abiding divisions among Afghan
political elites, along with widespread corruption, undermined the government’s authority and strengthened the Taliban,
which continued to make battlefield gains. In the February 2020 U.S.-Taliban agreement, signed in Doha, Qatar, the Taliban
agreed to take unspecified action to prevent other groups (including Al Qaeda) from using Afghan soil to threaten the United
States and its allies, in return for the full withdrawal of international forces from Afghanistan by May 2021. In 2021,
President Joseph Biden postponed the U.S. withdrawal date by several months; two weeks before that withdrawal was to
conclude, the Taliban entered Kabul on August 15, 2021, the culmination of a rapid nationwide military advance that
shocked many in the United States and Afghanistan. Other than an Islamic State affiliate, no viable Afghan armed opposition
to the Taliban appears to exist as of November 2021, though some anti-Taliban Afghan leaders have sought U.S. support.

Afghanistan is different in many ways from the country the Taliban last ruled in 2001. Women have been active participants
in many parts of Afghan society; protections for them, and ethnic and religious minorities, were enshrined in the country’s
2004 constitution. The Taliban are likely to reverse that progress, though their early actions suggest at least some moderation
from their extremely repressive 1996-2001 rule. The Taliban takeover is also likely to affect terrorist groups in Afghanistan
differently. The local Islamic State affiliate, a Taliban adversary, has escalated its attacks since the Taliban takeover,
challenging the group’s legitimacy, but Al Qaeda, a longtime Taliban partner, may be empowered. The Taliban takeover has
reshaped regional dynamics, presenting challenges and opportunities for U.S. adversaries and competitors.

As the Biden Administration and the 117" Congress consider the new situation in Afghanistan, a range of U.S. policy tools is
potentially available. The prospect of U.S. recognition of, and establishment of diplomatic relations with, the Taliban
government could provide some leverage over a Taliban that claims to want international legitimacy. Only the President may
extend formal recognition to another government, but Congress can restrain, condition, or otherwise influence the
implementation of recognition decisions. There appears to be broad support in Congress for maintaining terrorism-related
sanctions on the Taliban while allowing for the provision of humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan. It is unclear how the
Taliban might respond to additional U.S. sanctions, or what such sanctions might be intended to accomplish, were the
Administration (potentially with congressional input) to make a decision to impose them. Congress might also seek to
provide foreign assistance, both within Afghanistan and to the country’s neighbors, for various purposes. In the aftermath of
the Taliban takeover, international financial institutions blocked Afghanistan’s access to funds; similarly, in August 2021, the
Biden Administration placed a hold on U.S.-based Afghan central bank assets. Congress may exert influence over U.S.
decisionmaking on both of those issues.

Possible overall U.S. approaches to the Taliban include direct or indirect attempts to undermine the group’s rule, as well as
tacit or explicit acceptance of the group’s position. A U.S. policy response that rejects and seeks to weaken the Taliban may
have broad domestic support, given the history of conflict and Taliban policies that undermine U.S. interests. It is unclear to
what extent, if at all, the Taliban might change their behavior in response to U.S. actions, but the group appears to be
prioritizing internal cohesion over compromises that might appeal to foreign actors. A less oppositional U.S. approach toward
the Taliban could allow for greater U.S. access to, and perhaps influence over, the group and events in Afghanistan.
Engagement with a Taliban government that acts in support of some U.S. interests and against others could compel U.S.
policymakers to weigh and prioritize those interests, posing a difficult challenge.
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Background: The Taliban, 1994-2021

The Taliban, now in their third decade of existence, began as an armed group that emerged in the
1990s out of Afghanistan’s civil war. By 1996, they had come to rule most of the country. In
2001, U.S., international, and Afghan forces deposed them, and the group soon began what would
become a nearly twenty-year insurgency. In 2021, they again control Afghanistan, arguably to a
greater extent than they did in the 1990s. The Taliban’s background may be instructive for
understanding the group’s renewed rule in 2021.

Origins, Rise to Power, and Rule: 1994-2001

In 1993-1994, Afghan Sunni Muslim clerics and students, mostly of rural, Pashtun origin, formed
the Taliban movement. Many were former anti-Soviet fighters known as mujahideen. After the
1989 Soviet withdrawal and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet-supported Afghan government
in 1992, a civil war among mujahideen parties broke out. Those former fighters who had become
disillusioned with the civil war formed the backbone of the Taliban. Many members of the
movement had studied in seminaries in neighboring Pakistan and chose the name Taliban (plural
of talib, a student, in this case, of Islam) to distance themselves from the mujahideen.* According
to the 9/11 Commission Report, Pakistan supported the Taliban because of the group’s potential
to “bring order in chaotic Afghanistan and make it a cooperative ally,” thus giving Pakistan
“greater security on one of the several borders where Pakistani military officers hoped for what
they called “strategic depth.”””2 Taliban beliefs and practices were consonant with, and derived in
part from, the conservative tribal traditions of Pashtuns, who represent a plurality (though not a
majority) of Afghanistan’s complex ethnic makeup and who have traditionally ruled
Afghanistan.?

The Taliban viewed the post-Soviet occupation government of President Burhanuddin Rabbani as
weak, corrupt, and anti-Pashtun. The four years of civil war between the mujahideen groups
(1992-1996) resulted in popular support for the Taliban as they were seen as less corrupt and
more able to deliver stability; as Zalmay Khalilzad, later U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan and
Special Representative for Afghanistan Reconciliation, wrote in his 2016 memoir, “I, like many;,
was optimistic about the Taliban” at the outset.* The Taliban took control of the southern city of
Kandahar in November 1994 and launched a series of armed campaigns throughout the country
that culminated in the capture of Kabul on September 27, 1996. The Taliban reportedly received
significant direct military support from Pakistan in their offensives.®

The Taliban quickly lost international and domestic support as the group imposed strict adherence
to its interpretation of Islam in areas it controlled and employed harsh punishments, including
public executions, to enforce its decrees, including bans on television, Western music, and
dancing. It prohibited women from attending school or generally working outside the home and

! See Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamentalism in Central Asia (Yale University Press, 2000).

2 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, The 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the
National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, (2004) p. 64.

3 Like Taliban founder Mullah Omar, most of the senior figures in the Taliban regime were Ghilzai Pashtuns, one of the
major Pashtun tribal confederations; most modern Afghan rulers have been from the Durrani Pashtun tribal
confederation.

4 Zalmay Khalilzad, The Envoy: From Kabul to the White House, My Journey Through a Turbulent World (St. Martin’s
Press, 2016), p. 84.

5 Crisis of Impunity: The Role of Pakistan, Russia, and Iran in Fueling the Civil War, Human Rights Watch, July 2001.
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publicly executed women for alleged adultery. In March 2001, the Taliban drew international
condemnation by destroying monumental sixth-century Buddha statues carved into hills above
the city of Bamiyan, which the Taliban considered idolatrous and contrary to Islamic norms.

The Taliban’s sheltering of Al Qaeda (AQ) leader Osama Bin Laden eventually became the
central issue affecting international views of and relations with the Taliban. In 1996, Bin Laden
moved from Sudan to Afghanistan, where he had previously spent most of the 1980s as a high-
profile financier and organizer of efforts to aid the mujahideen.® Bin Laden established an alliance
with the Taliban whereby he provided millions in financial aid to the group (and military support
for Taliban efforts to complete their conquest of the country) and the Taliban provided safe haven
for AQ recruits and training camps. Over 10,000 AQ fighters may have trained at AQ camps in
Afghanistan.” U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Bill Richardson visited Kabul in April
1998, the highest-ranking U.S. official to do so in decades. In response to Richardson’s request
that the Taliban expel Bin Laden, the group “answered that they did not know his whereabouts. In
any case, the Taliban said, [Bin Laden] was not a threat to the United States.”®

In response to the August 1998 AQ bombings of U.S. embassies in Africa, the United States
launched cruise missile attacks on AQ targets in Afghanistan. They were unsuccessful in either
killing Bin Laden or persuading the Taliban to expel him. U.S. pressure on Saudi Arabia and
Pakistan (which, along with the United Arab Emirates, formally recognized the Taliban
government) to use their influence to convince the Taliban to expel the AQ leader proved equally
unsuccessful. The United States and United Nations imposed sanctions on the Taliban as well (see
“Sanctions,” below). Taliban leadership was unmoved; their relationship with Bin Laden was
“sometimes tense” but “the foundation was deep and personal.™

Fall and Beginnings of Insurgency: 2001-2014

On September 11, 2001, AQ operatives conducted a series of terrorist attacks in the United States
that killed nearly 3,000 people. In a nationwide address before a joint session of Congress on
September 20, 2001, President George W. Bush demanded that the Taliban hand over AQ leaders,
permanently close terrorist training camps, and give the United States access to such camps,
adding that the Taliban “must hand over the terrorists, or they will share in their fate.”° Taliban
leaders refused, citing Bin Laden’s status as their guest and what they characterized as a lack of
evidence of his involvement in the attacks.'!

Pursuant to an authorization for the use of military force (AUMF) against the perpetrators of the
attack as well as those who aided or harbored them (P.L. 107-40), U.S. military action in
Afghanistan began on October 7, 2001, with airstrikes on Taliban targets throughout the country
and close air support to anti-Taliban Afghan forces (known as the Northern Alliance). Limited
numbers of U.S. Army Special Forces, Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) paramilitary forces,

6 The 9/11 Commission Report, p. 64.

7 Ibid., pp. 66-67.

8 1bid., p. 111.

9 1bid., p. 125.

10 “Text: President Bush Addresses the Nation,” Washington Post, September 20, 2001.

11 Steve Coll, Directorate S: The CIA and America’s Secret Wars in Afghanistan and Pakistan (Penguin Press, 2018),
p. 69.
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and conventional ground forces began deploying in Afghanistan less than two weeks later.!? By
November 13, the Taliban evacuated Kabul, which U.S.-backed Afghan forces soon retook.

In late November 2001, the United Nations (U.N.) convened Afghan opposition leaders in Bonn,
Germany, to form a transitional government, even as Taliban forces were still fighting in their
final redoubt, Kandahar. The Taliban were not included in those talks, at which Afghan
opposition leaders selected Hamid Karzai as the interim leader of the country. Taliban leader
Mullah Mohammad Omar and others reportedly offered to recognize Karzai and surrender their
arms and Kandahar to Afghan opposition forces in December 2001, in exchange for being
allowed to return to their homes.™® At a December 6, 2001, press conference, Secretary of
Defense Donald Rumsfeld said an arrangement where Omar could live “in dignity” would not be
acceptable, and he cast doubt on the prospects for a negotiated settlement.’* Some Taliban leaders
were arrested and detained; others, like Omar, escaped to Pakistan, where many AQ leaders also
fled. Some observers assert that U.S. forces, lacking AQ targets to combat, focused on low-level
Taliban fighters “because they [were] there,” sometimes becoming involved in local disputes that
were unrelated to terrorism and contributing to the growth of the insurgency.®®

U.S. officials declared an end to major combat operations in Afghanistan on May 1, 2003, though
Rumsfeld said that “pockets of resistance in certain parts of the country remain.”*¢ By 2005,
scattered Taliban forces had begun to regroup in southern and eastern Afghanistan, as well as in
Pakistan, where many observers suspected they were being tolerated by, if not receiving active
support from, Pakistan’s security and intelligence services.!” By 2006, Taliban forces were
reported to be clashing “daily” with U.S. and coalition forces and administering areas of southern
Afghanistan under their control.*® To combat the growing insurgency, U.S. troop levels in
Afghanistan were increased after 2006, supplemented by a comprehensive nation building effort.

By 2009, the Taliban had expanded their presence in the north, reaching areas far from the south
and east.'® While U.S. observers judged that the Taliban did not have significant popular support,
a combination of factors, including widespread Afghan government corruption and the Taliban’s
provision of some basic services (including justice) allowed it to make inroads in local
communities; it also extended its influence through intimidation.?’ The group also adjusted its
tactics, focusing on coordinated assaults against remote outposts of U.S. and coalition forces, as
well as use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs).? In response, the United States increased its
counterinsurgency efforts, with President Obama announcing in 2009 an additional increase in

2 For more on the first year of U.S. operations in Afghanistan, see Walter L. Perry and David Kassing, “Toppling the
Taliban: Air-Ground Operations in Afghanistan, October 2001-June 2002,” RAND Corporation, 2015.

13 “Taliban Agrees to Surrender Kandahar,” ABC News, December 6, 2001; Anand Gopal, No Good Men Among the
Living: America, the Taliban, and the War Through Afghan Eyes (Metropolitan Books, 2014), p. 60.

14 Defense Department Briefing, C-SPAN, December 6, 2001.

15 Gopal, op. cit., 119-123; Steve Coll, Directorate S: The C.I.A. and America’s Secret Wars in Afghanistan and
Pakistan (Penguin Press, 2018), pp. 143-144.

16 “Rumsfeld: Major combat over in Afghanistan,” CNN, May 1, 2003.

17 See, for example, Matt Waldman, “The Sun in the Sky: the Relationship between Pakistan’s ISI and Afghan
Insurgents,” Crisis States Discussion Papers, June 2010.

18 Carlotta Gall, “Taliban Surges as U.S. Shifts Some Tasks to NATO,” New York Times, June 11, 2006.

19 Carlotta Gall, “Taliban Open Northern Front in Afghanistan,” New York Times, November 26, 2009; “Stopping the
Taliban’s Momentum?” Carnegie Middle East Center, September 23, 2010.

20 Michael O’Hanlon, “Staying Power: The U.S. Mission in Afghanistan Beyond 2011,” Brookings Institution, August
25, 2010.

2L Rob Evans, “Afghanistan war logs: How the IED became Taliban’s weapon of choice,” Guardian, July 25, 2010.
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U.S. military and development personnel and funding for Afghanistan, a “surge” of resources that
peaked with the deployment of nearly 100,000 U.S. troops in Afghanistan in 2010 along with
other international forces.

The surge of international forces reduced Taliban control in the south and east, but did not
eliminate it.2? Afghan forces began assuming security responsibilities from international forces as
scheduled in mid-2011. These forces were weakened by high casualty and attrition rates and a
corrupt chain of command, and remained largely dependent on the United States for logistical and
tactical support. In contrast, the Taliban possessed a large and effective intelligence network, its
fighters remained highly motivated, and the group adopted a flexible range of tactical and
strategic approaches to expand their influence and combat U.S. and Afghan forces (such as
infiltrator or “green on blue” attacks).? Successful Taliban operations often both sapped the
Afghan government’s own capabilities and undermined the Afghan public’s confidence in the
government and its security forces. As the surge of U.S. forces ended in September 2012, U.S.
officials expressed confidence that it “broke the Taliban’s momentum” as they continued to
transfer responsibility for security to Afghan forces.?

The Obama Administration came to assess that the conflict had no military solution and began
low-level negotiations with the Taliban as early as late 2010.% The talks centered largely on
confidence-building measures, including the opening of a short-lived Taliban political office in
Doha, Qatar. The refusal of the Taliban to engage with the Afghan government, and the Afghan
government’s opposition to U.S. negotiations with the Taliban at which the government was not
represented, constrained and eventually led to the dissolution of talks in 2014.

Road to Return: 2015-2021

Afghan forces officially assumed full responsibility for security nationwide at the beginning of
2015, though they were still reliant on U.S. air power, training and logistical support to sustain
their operations.?® The year 2015 was a time of transition for the Taliban as well: the group
admitted its founder Mullah Mohammad Omar had died in 2013 and announced Mullah Akhtar
Mansour as the group’s new leader, amid reports of contention among Taliban’s leaders about the
succession.?” Reported internal dissent did not have an apparent effect on the Taliban’s military
capabilities, with the group capturing the northern provincial capital of Kunduz for two weeks in
September-October 2015, their first seizure of a major urban area since 2001.

Mansour was killed in a U.S. drone strike in Pakistan in May 2016, and succeeded by Haibatullah
Akhundzada, a religious scholar seen by some analysts as “low-key” and “a potential unifier.”?

22 Seth Jones, “Beating Back the Taliban,” Foreign Policy, March 15, 2011.

23 Ben Brandt, “The Taliban’s Conduct of Intelligence and Counterintelligence,” CTC Sentinel, June 2011; Alissa J.
Rubi, “Taliban Using Modern Means to Add to Sway,” New York Times, October 4, 2011; Rajiv Chandrasekaran,
“Taliban’s new strategy focuses more on high-profile assaults, less on territory,” Washington Post, September 18,
2012; Rod Nordland and Alissa Rubin, “Taliban Captives Dispute U.S. View on Afghanistan War,” New York Times,
February 1, 2012; “Afghanistan: Green on Blue Attacks Are Only a Small Part of the Problem,” CSIS, September 4,
2012.

2 “Transcript: Obama’s Remarks On War In Afghanistan,” NPR, May 1, 2012.

% Evan MacAskill et al., “White House shifts Afghanistan strategy towards talks with Taliban,” Guardian, July 19,
2010.

26 Statement by the President on Afghanistan, White House (Archives), May 27, 2014.

27 Barnett Rubin, “Turmoil in the Taliban,” New Yorker, July 31, 2015.

28 Mujib Mashal and Taimoor Shah, “Taliban’s New Leader, More Scholar Than Fighter, Is Slow to Impose Himself,”
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The Taliban again briefly seized Kunduz in 2016 as the group made gradual gains nationwide, as
reported in successive Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR)
quarterly reports to Congress. In July 2016, President Obama announced that he would maintain
8,400 U.S. forces in the country through the end of his Administration, a higher level than
planned, saying “Afghan forces are still not as strong as they need to be.”?®

Taliban Organizational Structure and Finances, pre-2021

The Taliban’s post-2001 insurgency was sustained in large part by a cohesive organizational structure and
continuous access to financial resources.

Since 2016, the Taliban has been led by Haibatullah Akhundzada, who is referred to as emir of the group’s Islamic
Emirate and was supported by three deputies: Sirajuddin Haggani (son of Haggani Network founder Jalaluddin
Haqgani), Mohammad Yagoob (son of Taliban founder Mullah Omar), and Abdul Ghani Baradar. All three have
prominent positions in the 2021 Taliban government. Yagoob previously headed the group’s powerful Military
Commission, which appointed shadow governors and other officials for Afghanistan’s 34 provinces.3° Abdul Ghani
Baradar headed the Political Commission, based in Doha, Qatar, and led the Taliban’s talks with the United States
and regional diplomacy. Along with the Military and Political Commissions, the Taliban had 14 additional
commissions, including those for the judiciary, the media, health, agriculture, and antiquities.3!

The emir, his deputies, and around 20 other individuals comprised a Leadership Council or Rahbari Shura, also
described as the Quetta Shura after the Pakistani city where some members and their families lived (the United
Nations described the Quetta Shura as “not a geographical term, but an analytical concept describing the most
senior group of Taliban leaders™).32 The Quetta Shura reportedly controlled Taliban forces and activities in
southern and western provinces; another group, known as the Peshawar Shura, was responsible for other
provinces, mostly in the east. The Miram Shah Shura was headed by and comprised almost entirely of Haggani
Network fighters.

Since at least 2012, U.N. sanctions monitors assessed that the Taliban collected over $100 million a year in
revenues. Estimates of the Taliban’s revenues in the year before their August 2021 takeover vary widely, with
U.N. sanctions monitors citing a range of $300 million to $1.6 billion in annual income, mostly from illegal mining,
opium poppy cultivation, taxation, and extortion. One expert disputes these figures, arguing that the vast majority
of Taliban revenues came from taxes on the trade of fuel and goods (79%) as opposed to illegal drugs (9%).33

The Taliban published an open letter addressed to President Trump in August 2017, urging him to
withdraw U.S. forces from Afghanistan, citing what it characterized as the weakness and
ineptitude of the Afghan government.®* Later that month, President Trump authorized an increase
in U.S. targeting authorities and force levels, though he conceded that a full withdrawal was his
“original instinct.”*® Within a year, President Trump was reportedly frustrated with the lack of
military progress against the Taliban, and he ordered formal and direct U.S.-Taliban talks without
Afghan government participation for the first time.*

New York Times, July 11, 2016.
2% The White House, Statement by the President on Afghanistan, July 6, 2016.

30 Yagoob was appointed to head the Military Commission in May 2021, displacing Ibrahim Sadr. Sadr has been seen
as close to Iran, and his absence in the original Taliban cabinet announced on September 7, 2021, reportedly
“unnerved” Tehran; he was later appointed acting deputy interior minister. Antonio Giustozzi, “Russia and Iran:
Disappointed Friends of the Taliban?” RUSI, September 30, 2021.

31 UN Report 2020/415.
32 UN Report 2021/486.

3 David Mansfield, “A Taxing Narrative: Miscalculating Revenues and Misunderstanding the Conflict in
Afghanistan,” Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, October 2021.

34 Justin Rowlatt, “Taliban open letter to Trump urges Afghan withdrawal,” BBC, August 15, 2017.

3 Philip Rucker and Robert Costa, “'It’s a hard problem’: Inside Trump’s decision to send more troops to
Afghanistan,” Washington Post, August 21, 2017.

36 Mujib Mashal and Eric Schmitt, “White House Orders Direct Taliban Talks to Jump-Start Afghan Negotiations,”
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Those talks culminated in the February 2020 U.S.-Taliban agreement, in which the two sides
agreed to two “interconnected” commitments: the withdrawal of all U.S. and international forces
by May 2021, and unspecified Taliban action to prevent other groups (including Al Qaeda) from
using Afghan soil to threaten the United States and its allies. The U.S. withdrawal commitment
was not explicitly conditioned on the Taliban reducing violence against the Afghan government,
making concessions in prospective intra-Afghan talks, or taking other actions.

The United States also committed to facilitating a prisoner exchange between the Taliban and the
Afghan government, whose mutual releases of 1,000 and 5,000 prisoners, respectively, began in
May 2020. France and Australia reportedly opposed the release of some specific Taliban prisoners
accused of attacks that killed French and Australian nationals.3” Before the prisoner release
concluded, some media reports indicated that released Taliban fighters were returning or intended
to return to the battlefield, with one June 2020 report citing a Taliban commander as saying that
released fighters would be redeployed.® Some Taliban prisoners released in 2020 reportedly
played roles in the military offensives that led to the Taliban’s August 2021 takeover.* The
Afghan government concluded its controversial and sometimes contentious release of 5,000
Taliban prisoners in September 2020, after which the first direct talks between the Taliban and
Afghan government began.*® Those negotiations were halting and did not make evident progress.

In the months after the agreement, Secretary of Defense Mark Esper asserted that the Taliban
were not fulfilling their commitments under the accord, especially with regard to Al Qaeda.** U.S.
officials also described increased Taliban violence as “not consistent” with the agreement.*?
Although no provisions in the publicly available agreement address Taliban attacks on U.S. or
Afghan forces, the Taliban, in non-public annexes accompanying the accord, reportedly
committed not to attack U.S. forces.** No U.S. forces were reportedly killed in Afghanistan by
Taliban forces after February 2020. Casualties among Afghan military forces and civilians
remained high as the Taliban continued a “two-track strategy” of fighting while remaining at the
negotiating table.*

The United States had been withdrawing forces before the February 2020 agreement and
continued to do so afterwards, reaching a low of 2,500 by the time President Trump left office in
January 2021.%° After an Administration review of U.S. policy in Afghanistan, President Biden
announced on April 14, 2021, that while the U.S.-Taliban agreement was “perhaps not what |
would have negotiated myself,” the United States would keep to it by beginning a “final
withdrawal” on May 1, to be completed by September 11, 2021.%¢ He later said the U.S. military

New York Times, July 15, 2018.
87 “Australia, France Object to Afghan Release of Some Taliban Detainees,” Radio Azadi, August 17, 2020.
3 “Freed Taliban prisoners eye return to the battlefield,” France24, June 10, 2020.

39 Alan Cullison and Saeed Shah, “Taliban Commander Who Led Attack on Afghan City Was Released From Prison
Last Year, Officials Say,” Wall Street Journal, August 3, 2021.

40 Mujib Mashal and Fatima Faizi, “Afghanistan to Release Last Taliban Prisoners, Removing Last Hurdle to Talks,”
New York Times, September 3, 2020.

41 “Taliban not living up to its commitments, U.S. Defense Secretary says,” Reuters, May 5, 2020.

42 *“\/iolence ‘Not Consistent’ with US-Taliban Deal: US Envoy,” TOLOnews, October 13, 2020.

43 “Senate Armed Services Committee Holds Hearing on the Defense Budget Posture,” CQ, March 4, 2020.
4 Marvin Weinbaum, “The Taliban’s two-track strategy,” Middle East Institute, June 8, 2020.

4 Thomas Gibbons-Neff et al., “U.S. Is Quietly Reducing Its Troop Force in Afghanistan,” New York Times, October
21, 2019.

46 White House, “Remarks by President Biden on the Way Forward in Afghanistan,” April 14, 2021.
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mission would conclude on August 31. The Taliban accused the United States of breaching the
agreement with the extension, but continued to refrain from attacking U.S. forces.*’

Summer 2021 Taliban Takeover

Throughout 2021, Afghan officials sought to downplay the potential detrimental impact of the
U.S. troop withdrawal while emphasizing the need for continued U.S. financial assistance to
Afghan forces.*® In a May 2021 press conference, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General
Mark Milley said “bad outcomes” were not “inevitable,” given what he characterized as the
strengths of the Afghan government and military.* In its 2021 annual threat assessment, the
Office of the Director of National Intelligence reported that “the Afghan Government will
struggle to hold the Taliban at bay if the Coalition withdraws support.”

An external assessment published in January 2021 concluded that the Taliban enjoyed a strong
advantage over the Afghanistan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) in cohesion and
a slight advantage in force employment and that the two forces essentially split on material
resources and external support.>! The one ANDSF advantage—force size—was assessed as much
narrower than often assumed. The author concluded in his net assessment that the Taliban enjoyed
a narrow advantage over the government. The Taliban had also come to control significant
territory: in October 2018, the last time the U.S. government made such data publicly available,
the group controlled or contested as much as 40% of Afghanistan and the group continued to
make gradual gains in subsequent years.

In early May 2021, the Taliban began a sweeping advance that captured wide swaths of the
country’s rural areas, solidifying the group’s hold on some areas in which it already had a
significant presence. The Taliban’s seizure of other districts was more surprising: some northern
areas had militarily resisted the Taliban when the group was in power in the 1990s, making their
2021 fall to the Taliban particularly significant. One source estimated that the Taliban took
control of over 100 of Afghanistan’s 400 districts in May and June 2021.5? The speed of the
Taliban’s advance reportedly surprised some within the group, with one commander saying that
his forces were intentionally avoiding capturing provincial capitals before the departure of U.S.
forces.>® In July, the Taliban began seizing border crossings with Tajikistan, Iran, and Pakistan.
On July 21, 2021, General Milley estimated that the Taliban controlled over 200 districts, but
emphasized that the Taliban had not seized any provincial capitals, where Afghan forces had been
consolidated.>*
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Resistance,’” Afghanistan Analysts Network, July 2, 2021.
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Taliban Government in Afghanistan: Background and Issues for Congress

On August 6, 2021, the Taliban captured the provincial capital of Zaranj. The Taliban’s capture of
half of Afghanistan’s provincial capitals in the following week shocked many observers and,
reportedly, U.S. officials.® By August 13, U.S. officials were reportedly concerned that the
Taliban could move on Kabul within days. With the fall of Jalalabad in the east and Mazar-e-
Sharif in the north, the Taliban captured the last major cities and eliminated the final outposts of
organized Afghan government resistance. On the morning of August 15, 2021, the Taliban began
entering Kabul, completing their effective takeover of the country. The central province of
Panjshir, where some former Afghan leaders attempted to establish an armed resistance to the
Taliban (see more below), was reportedly captured by Taliban forces in September 2021.%

While the Taliban faced stiff, if ultimately unsuccessful, resistance from government forces in
some areas, some provincial capitals and other areas were taken with minimal fighting.%” In many
of these areas, the Taliban reportedly secured the departure of government forces (and the
handover of their weapons) through payments or through the mediation of local elders seeking to
avoid bloodshed.*®

Seizure of U.S.-supplied Military Materiel

In taking over Afghanistan, the Taliban came into possession of a large amount of equipment
supplied by the United States to the former Afghan government. The value of such equipment in
both financial and strategic terms is a matter of some dispute among observers and
policymakers.*® Still, newly acquired equipment (see below) provides the Taliban with some
additional capabilities, as well as material for propaganda.

The Taliban had reportedly captured smaller amounts of U.S.-supplied equipment from Afghan
forces long before August 2021; one 2018 media report, citing military statistics, stated that U.S.
airstrikes had destroyed “about 40” U.S.-supplied Humvees captured by the Taliban “so as not to
allow the enemy an advantage,” in the words of a military spokesperson.®® The Taliban reportedly
have for years been able to buy some types of equipment from Afghan forces. Special Inspector
General for Afghanistan Reconstruction John Sopko said in a January 2017 speech that, “There is
also evidence that the Taliban have instructed their field commanders to simply purchase U.S.
supplied weapons, fuel, and ammunition from Afghan soldiers because to do so is both easier and
less expensive for the insurgents.”®

Determining the total amount of U.S.-supplied equipment captured by the Taliban in August 2021
is difficult. First, a comprehensive public reporting of all equipment transferred to Afghan forces
does not exist. Some U.S. government entities have published data on equipment transferred to
Afghan forces, but that data is time-limited and incomplete. For example, in a 2017 report
requested in the FY2017 House National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), the Government
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