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Abstract

A dangerous political crisis ignited in Afghanistan this year – just months before the
International Security Assistance Force was to be replaced by a reduced US and NATO force.
Both presidential candidates, Ashraf Ghani and Abdullah Abdullah, alleged that the second,
June round of the presidential elections had been marred by fraud. A power-sharing
agreement was finally reached between President Ghani and 'CEO' Abdullah in September,
following intense international pressure. The outcome has frustrated the Afghan people,
whose high turnout at the poll, despite high security risks, demonstrated a real commitment
to democracy. Turnout in the 2015 parliamentary elections will suggest whether voters'
disappointment persists.

Providing a minimum of security to the population and to international agencies will be the
new government's highest priority. Violent attacks are on the rise, though government
camps may disagree on whether and how to negotiate with the Taliban insurgency.
Disputes about the appointments of high officials from different political and ethnic groups
may also distract Ghani from one of his principal goals: fighting corruption. The European
Parliament could ask the EU to reinforce its support for the new government and reiterate its
call that a new EU-Afghan agreement stress democracy and human rights – particularly
those of women.
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1 The mistake of planning both the withdrawal of troops and the
presidential election in a single year

Allegations of fraud in
the second round of
Afghanistan's
presidential elections
caused a serious and
untimely dangerous
political crisis.

Abdullah Abdullah, who
won the first round, was
unexpectedly beaten by
Ashraf Ghani in the
second.

The US proposed an
audit of the votes, which
the contenders accepted.

In early September,
Ghani was declared the
winner, but the final
official results remain
undisclosed.

No one expected the complications that developed in Afghanistan's 2014
presidential elections. What transpired would have provoked complaints
even in less problematic countries: the clear winner of the first round was
unexpectedly beaten by his opponent in the second round. But this
happened in Afghanistan, at a critical juncture: in the country's third
presidential election since an international coalition removed the former
Taliban government (also the first election in which Hamid Karzai was barred
from running because of constitutional term limits) and in the year that the
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) fighting the Taliban and other
insurgents was to be replaced by a much smaller force with a non-combatant
role. Further complicating the transition was the Taliban insurgency, which
has grown particularly active and lethal this year. In simple terms, either the
timing of the international withdrawal or electoral planning was poor:
presidential elections should not have coincided with ISAF's final year in the
country. As the five-year presidential term is fixed by the constitution and, in
principle, is not affected by parliamentary majorities, it would have been
logical to plan the troops’ withdrawal for a different year. The outcome of the
elections – or the lack of it – blocked the country's fragile institutional life for
months.

Abdullah Abdullah was the clear winner of the first round of the presidential
elections on 5 April, but he did not secure the overall majority that would
have allowed him, under the Constitution, to avoid a second round. The
second round was held on 14 June, with only the two candidates who
obtained the largest number of votes in the first, Abdullah and Ashraf Ghani.
For the second round, both camps alleged widespread fraud, and the country
entered in a political crisis.

In July US Secretary John Kerry proposed an audit of all eight million votes
cast in the disputed second round. Both sides accepted the proposal – under
pressure – as the only way to overcome the tense standoff. The audit was
completed only on 5 September, although its full results have yet to be
revealed. Arguing that it wanted to avoid disturbances and possible violence
between supporters of each camp, the Electoral Commission only
announced the number of the votes for Ghani and certified that he was the
winner before his 29 September inauguration. The remaining details, it said,
would be made public ‘in the future’, without a specific date.

The results remain undisclosed, but reports have been published in the
media suggesting that the audit revealed an unprecedented number of
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fraudulent votes for Ghani, and that they were not enough to affect the final
result1.

2 A power-sharing agreement overcomes the crisis, but at what cost?

Strong international
pressure and tough
negotiations led to a
power-sharing
agreement on 21
September.

Afghan politics remain
highly personal, and the
leaders had difficulties
containing their
supporters’ anger.

A new position of
‘government CEO’ has
been created, although
the constitution lays out
a markedly presidential
system. The constitution
will be modified in two
years to accommodate
the deal.

Abdullah was confirmed
as CEO during Ghani’s 29
September inauguration
ceremony.

Throughout the summer, international pressure for Ghani and Abdullah to
share power was very strong. Yet it was only on 21 September that a power-
sharing agreement between the two candidates was finally concluded. This
was done in the presence of outgoing President Hamid Karzai and the two
Heads of Mission in Kabul who had made the greatest efforts to facilitate the
deal – the US and the UN. Ghani presented the deal as a way of uniting forces
that had disagreed for almost four months and as a proof that Afghans were
to be credited for the country’s first peaceful and democratic handover of
administrations.

The difficulty of negotiating the agreement underscores the extent to which
Afghan politics remain personalised, and the country’s governance structures
need to be strengthened and consolidated. The two leaders found it difficult
to contain the anger of their respective bases. The factions supporting
Abdullah – mainly but not exclusively from the northern provinces –
considered him the real winner of the election and exerted strong pressure
on him not to ‘cede’ to Ghani. Radicals in Abdullah’s camp threatened in early
September to use violence if their candidate did not get a ‘fair share of
power’. And even after Abdullah agreed on the deal, many of his supporters
remained dissatisfied. Yet Abdullah’s unhappy supporters were not the only
ones pressuring the politician: the US also desperately needed a functioning
government to serve as interlocutor.

The agreement finally reached establishes the new position of a ‘CEO’ as
head of the Council of Ministers. The post is not reflected in the country’s
constitution, which foresees a markedly presidential system. While the CEO
and the ministers are both to be answerable to the president, the CEO is
neatly positioned above all ministers, and will be in charge of the ‘daily
administration’. The CEO leads the Council of Ministers, while the president
chairs the cabinet. Under the agreement, the CEO position will be
transformed into that of a formal prime minister in two years, through a
change in the constitution.

Abdullah was initially tempted to allow one of his aides to occupy the CEO
post; this would have provided him a degree of political freedom while also
remaining the principal ‘alternative’ figure for the presidency. In the end,
however, he took over the post and ‘shared’ the inauguration ceremony with
Ghani, as both were confirmed in their posts at the same venue on 29
September. Although Abdullah adopted a conciliatory tone in his speech,
congratulating the new president, a new crisis had developed between the

1 Allegedly, the difference passed from 12 points (56 %-44 %) to merely 2 percentage
points.
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Citizens showed a high
commitment to
democracy, voting
despite the high security
risks, but now feel their
voice had little impact.

The turnout in the 2015
parliamentary elections
will indicate whether the
deal has shaken public
support for the country's
democratisation.

Electoral reform is
urgently needed.

two camps just hours before the inauguration, over the minor issue of office
space at the presidential palace. The last-minute quarrel endangered the
entire inauguration ceremony and demonstrated how fragile the terms of the
governmental agreement were in reality.

Citizens’ faith in the democratic system has been shaken. On the one hand,
they argue – on solid grounds – that the power-sharing agreement
contradicts the presidential spirit of the constitution. No prime minister post
is envisaged in the text of the constitution, which foresees a political system
based on a strict separation of powers. Moving towards a more parliamentary
system – of the type common in the EU – might be considered an
improvement in democratic terms, but making such a decision in close-door
negotiations, without public participation in the debate, undermines
democracy.

Popular disappointment also derives from many citizens’ sense that the high
election turnout – despite a high risk of violence at the ballot stations2 –
ultimately had little impact on who would govern the country. What is more,
the power-sharing deal means that the election can be interpreted as a costly
exercise with no political added value – and this in a country whose finances
are in very bad shape, currently facing an estimated 20 % shortfall in the
national budget. These popular perceptions may explain why there were so
few celebrations across Afghanistan following the inauguration ceremony of
President Ghani.

The level of participation in the forthcoming parliamentary elections of 2015
will provide the best measure of the extent to which the power-sharing has
damaged public support for the country's democracy. Both Ghani and
Abdullah have decisively advocated that electoral reform take place before
the 2015 elections, for which a proper electoral register and electronic
identity cards will be introduced. The electoral reform should be passed
quickly in the parliament to try to regain institutional legitimacy.

3 The security imperative

In 2015 the government
will have to
singlehandedly provide
security to its citizens and
to the vital international
aid agencies.

Security is critical for the future of Afghanistan for several reasons. First of all,
the national authorities must assert their own power and legitimacy in 2015,
providing a minimum of stability across the provinces to avoid having the
country become what we call today a ‘failed state’. Secondly, security is a pre-
condition for aid agencies to keep working on the ground. At least for now,
Afghanistan’s economy cannot survive without international aid
programmes. Aid is particularly important for Afghanistan's young: without
social and economic progress and without the modernisation of the
country’s institutions that aid programmes are attempting to support,
extremism among the young will grow dangerously.

2 There were several casualties and citizens who had their inked thumb cut by the Taliban
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The insurgency has been
particularly active in
2014.

The political impasse
drastically reduced the
prominence of
Afghanistan at NATO's
September summit.

Former president Hamid
Karzai had refused to
sign the Bilateral Security
Agreement with the US
(BSA), but both
candidates agreed to do
so.

The BSA, signed on 30
September, provides for
9 800 US troops to
remain in Afghanistan
after 2014 in a non-
combatant role

The year 2014 has been particularly rough in terms of insurgent violence,
with more than 2 300 civilians killed and around 5 000 injured in the first
eight months. Compared to the previous year, this represents a 15 % increase
of casualties. Abdullah himself was the target of a suicide bomber last June.
In the last weeks, the Ghazni province, south of Kabul, has been a hot spot,
with the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) facing serious difficulties in
exerting a minimum of control. The same can be said of several areas of the
neighbour province of Wardak -– not far from Kabul – and of the central
province of Ghor - where hundreds of Taliban launched a deadly attack this
month of October. The UN considers that the Taliban controls 10 of the 398
districts in Afghanistan, but the group's presence is increasingly felt in many
other rural areas theoretically controlled by the ANSF3.

Despite these threats and despite the overlap of Afghan and NATO security
interests over the last 13 years, no Afghan leader attended NATO Summit in
Wales on 4-5 September (when the Afghan political stalemate was not yet
resolved). The Defence Minister represented the country at the summit,
although without much to say. He did offer reassurances that the Bilateral
Security Agreement (BSA) with the US would be signed in the following
weeks, since both presidential candidates had agreed to sign it in their
electoral manifestos. Given the Afghan institutional impasse, other 'hot'
topics on the summit agenda – such as the crises in Ukraine and Iraq/Syria –
overshadowed the question of Afghanistan’s future, on which the summit
had initially intended to focus.

Former President Karzai had refused to sign the BSA agreement since
November 2013, arguing that the agreement should either be honoured by
all forces in the country – including the Taliban – or be signed by his
successor. The parliament had already accepted two controversial conditions
imposed by the US that Karzai rejected: that US troops be guaranteed
immunity and that they maintain their right to enter civilian households
during counterterrorist operations. Faced with Karzai’s refusal, the US had
fixed a deadline – the end of September 2014 – for the Afghan government
to sign the BSA, before it applied its ‘zero-option’ – the total withdrawal of
forces, in January 2015. On 30 September, the day after Ghani took the oath
of the presidency, the new government signed the BSA with the US. Both
controversial points were included, but the activities of US contractors and
their employees will fall under Afghanistan’s jurisdiction (without immunity).

The BSA agreement makes it possible for the 9 800 US troops promised by
president Obama to remain on Afghan soil after 1 January 2015. The BSA
states that ‘unless otherwise mutually agreed, US forces shall not conduct
combat operations’. That clause leaves the door open, however, for troops to
participate in ‘counterterrorism operations’. The Taliban claimed that signing

3 The Pakistani Taliban have also been very active in 2014, notably with a bomb explosion in
June at the Karachi international airport, far away from the usual area of presence.
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NATO signed a similar
agreement on the same
day.

The approximately
13 000 international
troops to remain in
Afghanistan are few
compared to the 140 000
deployed in 2011.

There is anxiety in the
country and among the
neighbour countries that
the number of
international troops may
not be enough.

The BSA is not a defence
pact but provides for an
‘appropriate common
response’ if Afghanistan
is attacked by a third
country.

Whether and how to
negotiate with the
Taliban divides the new
government.

the BSA was a ‘sinister act’.

On the same day the BSA was signed, NATO signed a similar agreement, the
Status Forces Agreement, which had been pending for the same number of
months and which also permits a number of troops – between 2 000 and
5 000 (with a final number expected to be approximately 3 000) – to remain
in Afghanistan as trainers and supporters of the national army and police.
German, Italian, British and Turkish troops are to be prominent elements of
the NATO force.

The total number of international forces to remain in the country starting in
January 2015 – less than 13 000, including the 9 800 from the US – represents
a significantly smaller figure that the 45 000 in the country at the beginning
of 2014 – or the 140 000 that were deployed in 2011. Moreover the troops'
new mandate will be quite different that their current one: they are to limit
their activities (unless attacked) to advising, training, equipping and
sustaining the 350 000-strong ANSF.

There are serious doubts as to whether 13 000 (or even the maximum fixed of
15 000) international troops can meet Afghanistan’s current security
requirements. Some critics argue that the troops' numbers should have been
reduced more gradually. Last May President Obama announced the country
would keep only a ceremonial number of troops (speculated to be 1 000)
after the end of 2016. Pakistani officials and the new Prime Minister of India,
Narendra Modi, have asked the US government to retain a larger number in
Afghanistan after 2016 to safeguard stability across the entire South Asia
region.

Not everyone agrees: Iran is concerned that the US may be planning to settle
troops permanently in Afghanistan, using the BSA and the NATO agreements
to access a series of military installations across Afghanistan. As many of
Afghanistan's neighbours know, the BSA is technically not a ‘defence pact’,
but does states that the Afghan and US governments will together develop
‘an appropriate response’ if a third country aggresses Afghanistan.

A major strain for Ghani and Abdullah as they try to govern in tandem will be
the question of whether to negotiate with the Taliban and other powerful
radical groups, such as Hezb-e-Islami, and, if so, on what terms. National
reconciliation negotiations have been deadlocked for more than a year,
despite the initial efforts of former President Karzai. Abdullah, a former fighter
from the ‘Northern Alliance’ against the Taliban, is reluctant to make any
meaningful concession in the negotiations, while Ghani is more flexible: for
him, the priority is to reach a lasting and comprehensive peace that would
allow the country to develop. Following the conclusion of the power-sharing
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For the Taliban, the new
government has no
legitimacy.

The US was riled by
Hamid Karzai’s harsh
criticisms of the country
and Pakistan in his last
speech as president.

deal, Ghani made 'unity calls', hoping to pave the way to a resumption of
negotiations4.

The president’s goal will be difficult to achieve; the Taliban immediately
described the government deal as a ‘sham’ and as ‘bogus in the hands of the
US’, while intensifying their attacks. At the presidential inauguration
ceremony, Ghani said that ‘security is a main demand of our people and we
are tired of this war’. On the same day, two bombs killed at least 15 people,
one of them exploded at the Kabul international airport.

Unexpectedly, President Karzai heavily criticised the US in his last speech to
the nation. While he asked all Afghans to support the new government, he
warned that Afghans should beware of ‘US intentions’. Karzai also strongly
criticised Pakistan, arguing that the country wanted to control Afghan
foreign policy, and he even argued that ‘if America and Pakistan really want
it, peace will come to Afghanistan’. The US Ambassador was deeply
disappointed and declared that Karzai, who had been in power without
interruption since the American intervention in late 2001, had ‘dishonoured
America’s several thousand troops killed and many more wounded’.

4 Other challenges and phantoms from the past

Who would appoint high
officials was a particularly
difficult point in the
government
negotiations.

The composition of the
candidates' electoral
tickets underscored the
ethnic complexity of the
county.

One of the most serious impediments in reaching an agreement was
clarifying which of the two leaders would be empowered to make high
official appointments. This is not a minor issue in a country like Afghanistan,
with so many ethnic, tribal and religious allegiances, as well as friendships
and enmities cultivated through years of war.

The composition of each candidate's electoral ticket reveals this particularly
Afghan challenge. Ghani, a Pashtun (the country’s largest group5), was
accompanied by a former warlord who is Uzbek (a northern minority6) and
has a past chequered by human rights abuses in the fight against the Taliban.
For his part, Abdullah, a Tajik (the second largest group7), ran with a Hazara
(the third largest group8) leader with the support of a high-profile Pashtun.
When the government agreement was finally drawn up, it included a vague
sentence about an ‘equitable share’ of senior appointments to be made by
each camp. This was worryingly imprecise and It was not clear whether ‘the
share’ would be apply to national, provincial or municipal appointments,
despite the agreement's call for both teams to govern in a ‘partnership spirit’.

4 e.g. ‘Afghans should regard poverty, income inequality, insecurity and poor education as
the national enemies, rather than their fellow citizens’
5 Pashtuns live primarily in central and eastern Afghanistan
6 The Uzbek, along with the Turkmen minority, speak languages of the Turkic family, while
the major groups, Pashtun, Tajik and Hazara, speak languages of the Persian family.
7 Tajiks primarily live in the North, but there are significant communities in the west  and in
many of the Afghan larger cities
8 Hazaras live primarily in central Afghanistan
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The economy has
suffered from the
political incertitude and
from the international
troops’ departure...

…but the main threat to
the economy is posed by
corruption, which Ghani
has promised to fight.

Some new high officials
have a record of human
rights from their fight
against the Taliban.

Fortunately, President Ghani consistently promised throughout his campaign
and during the dispute to make all appointments on a ‘merit base’9.

The other great challenge that the new government faces is the economy.
Compounding the distress that the political impasse caused investors, the
departure of the majority of the international troops has inevitably
undermined the economy. However, the biggest challenge to reaching a
sufficient level of growth to reducing poverty is the country's widespread
corruption. Ghani has consistently said that he will fight corruption, but the
power-sharing deal will oblige him to constantly negotiate governmental
positions, which may in turn stimulate patronage with ethnic, religious and
other interest groups. Ghani’s speech to the nation at his presidential
inauguration ceremony focused on fighting poverty and corruption, and
included an interesting remark about cleaning up the judiciary power. In one
of his first decisions as president, Ghani reopened a legal case about the 2010
Kabul Bank scandal, in which deposits of more than EUR 750 million
disappeared. Even the brothers of former President Karzai had been involved
– although they escaped prosecution because, unlike other perpetrators,
they returned the funds they had stolen.

Another challenge for the government is the human rights record of some
ministers and high officials from both camps – a legacy of their fight against
the Taliban. This is notably the case for the Uzbek former warlord in Ghani’s
camp, Rashid Dostum. As these officials will benefit from immunity during
their mandates, justice – national or international – will have to wait to be
applied, perhaps forever.

5 EU views on the future of Afghanistan

The Council's conclusions
from 23 June 2014 called
for an 'Afghan-led and an
Afghan-owned peace
process' and contained
the EU strategy on
Afghanistan for 2014-
2016.

The EU will maintain its
engagement with

The Council's conclusions on Afghanistan on 23 June 2014 summarised the
EU's position vis-à-vis the country: it is vital, the conclusions stated, that the
will of the Afghan people be reflected in the publication of the electoral
results. The Council also called for an ‘Afghan-led and an Afghan-owned’
peace and reconciliation process’ as a foundation for peace and stability. The
text contains an important annex: the EU strategy for Afghanistan for the
2014-2016 period. The strategy calls for the new president and government
to issue a clear commitment to ethnic and religious diversity, good
governance, human rights (in particular the rights of women) and systemic
action against drug trafficking and corruption.

The June 2014 conclusions also referred to the EU's past and future
commitments to Afghanistan, recalling the EU's work over the past 12 years
in the country, undertaken in consort with Afghanistan's other international
friends. Afghanistan is – and will remain – the largest beneficiary of EU

9 Ghani’s insistence on this point emerges from his experience as World Bank official dealing
with African countries that were in the brink of becoming failure states or which were
recovering from recent conflicts, like Nepal.
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Afghanistan, which has
been the top beneficiary
of EU and EU Member
State aid.

Negotiations for an EU-
Afghanistan Cooperation
Agreement for
Partnership and
Development (CAPD)
should be completed
soon.

On 20 October 2014 the
Council welcomed the
Unity government and
the signature of the US
and NATO agreements.

The Council calls for all
Central Asian States to
put aside their differences
and promote long-term
stability in Afghanistan.

The Council welcomes
the finalisation of the EU
Multiannual Indicative
Programme up to 2020
and the November
London Conference on
Afghanistan.

assistance in the world; it receives more than EUR 1 billion per year in EU and
EU Member States aid. The Council called on the new Afghan authorities to
take ownership of political and economic reforms, as set out in the 2012
‘Tokyo Mutual Accountability Framework’ (TMFA). The TFMA aims to support
sustainable growth and development in Afghanistan during what has been
defined as ‘the Transformation Decade’ – 2015-2024.

The EU also called for the completion of the negotiations on the Cooperation
Agreement for Partnership and Development (CAPD). This agreement is to
replace the current weak legal basis for the EU-Afghanistan relations, the
Joint Declaration of November 2005, which has badly needed to be updated
and upgraded. Despite their importance, CAPD negotiations have been
moving slowly: launched in March 2012, they were severely handicapped by
the political uncertainty in Kabul and, indirectly, by the limited capacity of the
Afghan administration to advance in parallel negotiations with key partners.
The Council's June conclusions also addressed the regional perspective,
encouraging the new Afghan authorities to intensify their engagement in the
‘Heart of Asia process’. This was launched in Istanbul in 2012 to build stability
and prosperity throughout Asia by focusing on Afghanistan.

On 20 October 2014, the Council has issued again conclusions on
Afghanistan, although this time in a shorter format. The Council welcomes
the formation of the Government of National Unity and reiterated its long-
term commitment with Afghanistan. On security, the October conclusions
welcome the signing of the BSA with the US and the Status of Forces
Agreement with NATO and restate the EU commitment to the extension of
the EU police mission in Afghanistan (EUPOL) until the end of 2016.
Interestingly, the Council calls for all Central Asian countries ‘to set aside their
differences and use the opportunity to promote long-term stability and
prosperity both in Afghanistan and in the wider region’. The Council also
expects useful results from the 31 October 2014 ‘Heart of Asia’ ministerial
meeting in Beijing.

In assistance terms, the October Council conclusions welcome the finalisation
of the EU Multiannual Indicative Programme for Afghanistan up to 202010

and the forthcoming 24-25 November London Conference on Afghanistan.
The Council also recognises the importance of the future role to be played by
the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) - which has
been in place since 2002 and which is led by the UN Secretary-General’s
Special Representative, Ján Kubiš. The Council conclusions end with an
unequivocal call for the respect of human rights, particularly of women and
girls, and recall its world-wide position against the death penalty - still
applied in Afghanistan11. Furthermore the conclusions recall the need of
good governance - more than ever at this particular moment - and stress the

10 However, this Multiannual Indicative Programme (contrary to a growing number of other
MIPs around the world) only describes EU assistance and not EU MS assistance.
11 Five persons were executed in early October.
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In December 2013 the
European Parliament
organised a conference
on the future of
Afghanistan and Central
Asia after the ISAF
withdrawal

In June 2013 the
European Parliament
asked that it be better
informed about the CAPD
negotiations.

The Parliament asked that
the CAPD stress
democratic values, the
rule of law and human
rights, and criticised the
limited results of EU
programmes to fight
corruption and drugs.

need to establish decentralised decision-making bodies at provincial and
district levels.

The European Parliament Delegation for Afghanistan was set up after the
2009 elections. Following the 2014 elections the European Parliament set up
a its new Delegation for Afghanistan on 16 October 2014. It is chaired by MEP
Petras Austrevicius (ALDE, LT) and the Vice-Chairs are MEP Eva Joly (Greens,
FR) and MEP Lars Adaktusson (EPP, SE).

The European Parliament’s Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET) held on 18
December 2013 a conference on ‘Afghanistan and Central Asia: Prospects
and Challenges after withdrawal of the ISAF Forces’. The conference
facilitated an extensive debate with the participation of specialists on both
Afghanistan and Central Asia.

In June 2013, the European Parliament approved an important resolution on
the ‘EU-Afghanistan CAPD’ in which it asked to the Afghan government and
the European External Action Service (EEAS) to speed up negotiations and to
keep the EP be better informed of the talks' progress. For the European
Parliament, the CAPD should generate a more strategic approach and
support the Afghan authorities during and after the withdrawal of
international forces.

The European Parliament also called on the EEAS and the Commission to
ensure that the new agreement include the EU's ‘more for more’ principle by
establishing clear conditions to move reforms forward. The resolution
specifically calls for the new agreement to respect democratic values and
human rights, particularly those of women; to strengthen the rule of law, civil
society and an independent judiciary; and to create a reliable governance
system that fights corruption. The resolution also notes low points –
deploring the limited results of EU programmes to fight corruption and drug
production in the country.
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6 Map of Afghanistan
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