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INTRODUCTION 
Political crises have a way of bringing the assump-
tions, miscalculations and fallacies of the past into 
sharp relief. The Taliban’s capture of Kabul on 15 
August 2021, and the subsequent collapse of the 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan in the days following 
the withdrawal of international troops, is no excep-
tion. Even as thousands of Afghans rushed to Kabul 
airport in a desperate attempt to flee the Taliban, 
hopes remained that the more moderate elements 
of the regime would prevent a return to the draco-
nian policies that characterised the group’s first stint 
in power. Following the Taliban’s ban on teenage 
girls attending school and their introduction of over 
thirty edicts aimed at the systematic exclusion of 
Afghan women from all aspects of social, economic, 
and political life, these hopes have all but dissipat-
ed (1). With the decision of many donors to suspend 
non-humanitarian aid to Afghanistan in response 
to the Taliban’s repressive policies, the already dire 
humanitarian conditions caused by years of conflict, 
recurring droughts and chronic poverty have dete-
riorated to unprecedented levels (2). As of June 2022, 
6.6 million Afghans live at emergency levels of food 
insecurity – the highest figure of any country in the 
world (3). In the wake of the 6.1-magnitude earthquake 

Summary 

	› The Taliban’s takeover of Kabul in August 
2021 and the subsequent collapse of the 
international state-building efforts in the 
country highlight the need for an analy-
sis of the EU’s role and engagement in 
Afghanistan over the past two decades.

	› Drawing on a series of roundtable consul-
tations with senior Afghan and EU policy 
practitioners, experts and diplomats, this 
latest Brief in the EUISS Conflict Series 
identifies five key insights derived from 
the EU’s engagement in Afghanistan 
since 2001. 

	› While the political debacle represented 
by the Taliban’s resumption of power 
risks dissuading European states from 
committing to future efforts to rebuild 
conflict-afflicted states, it is imperative 
that the EU draws on the lessons from 
Afghanistan to inform and enhance its re-
sponse to both present and future conflicts.
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that devastated the remote south-eastern region of 
Afghanistan on 22 June 2022, a rising death toll, dif-
ficulties in delivering emergency aid, and a grave risk 
of disease have been added to the list of the country’s 
immense humanitarian challenges (4). 

While much criticism has been levelled against 
European states since the chaotic international with-
drawal from Afghanistan, the speed with which 
events have unfolded since mid-August 2021, and the 
gravity of the developments that have occurred, have 
highlighted the need for a detailed analysis of the 
EU’s engagement in the country over the past twenty 
years. While the chain of events following the US-led 
evacuation from Afghanistan have laid bare a range 
of strategic errors and miscalculations, they also offer 
a seminal opportunity to review and re-evaluate the 
EU’s approach to supporting states manage the com-
plex transition to post-conflict stability. As a prolif-
erating number of expert analyses suggests, any such 
evaluation must build on the recognition that there is 
no simple explanation, no clear-cut set of factors or 
events, that can solely account for the developments 
leading up to the Taliban’s seizure of power. On the 
contrary, the myriad complexities of the Afghan con-
text, alongside the number and diversity of actors 
with a stake in the country’s conflict, caution against 
the impulse to draw swift or definitive conclusions. 
With a view to these considerations, this Brief does 

not aim to provide an exhaustive overview of the 
events and developments that have shaped the EU’s 
role in Afghanistan since the overthrow of the Taliban 
in 2001 (5). Instead, it draws on roundtable consulta-
tions with senior Afghan and EU policy practitioners 
to identify five key insights from the EU’s engage-
ment in Afghanistan over the past twenty years (6). In 
the final section of the Brief, considerations for the 
EU’s present and future engagement in Afghanistan 
are outlined.

INSIGHT 1: DEFINING 
EUROPE’S (COLLECTIVE) 
ROLE IN AFGHANISTAN 
Two key factors can be identified as having shaped 
the EU’s positioning within the broader international 
engagement in Afghanistan. Following the terrorist 
attacks of 9/11 and the first ever invocation of Article 
5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, European engagement 
in Afghanistan was characterised by a willingness to 
adapt to US-determined priorities and strategies. 
Informed by a profound sense of solidarity with the 
United States, efforts to establish a distinctive 

FragmentedFragmented
Different lead countries meant different �mandates Different lead countries meant different �mandates 
for provincial reconstruction teamsfor provincial reconstruction teams

Data: European Commission, GISCO, 2022;� Natural Earth, 2022; Data: European Commission, GISCO, 2022;� Natural Earth, 2022; 
OpenStreetMap, 2022OpenStreetMap, 2022
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European position were hampered by a reluctance, 
prevalent among European states, to challenge or 
openly deviate from a US-set agenda. Accordingly, 
while the EU presence was viewed positively by many 
Afghans – and the EU provided a significant propor-
tion of the budget underpinning the development, 
democracy assistance, and state-building efforts - 
the EU’s ability to exert political or diplomatic influ-
ence commensurate with this contribution remained 
limited (7). While the EU sought to set itself apart from 
the United States in prioritising an inclusive 
inter-Afghan dialogue over the US-Taliban peace 
process, the broad European acquiescence to US stra-
tegic leadership constrained the EU’s political 
influence (8). 

While successive EU strategies over 
the course of its twenty-year en-
gagement demonstrate determina-
tion on the European side to meet 
the expectation for greater EU lead-
ership expressed by both Afghan 
and US representatives (9), its ability 
to deliver on this ambition was lim-
ited by a lack of internal coherence 
among EU Member States. Beginning 
with the 2002 lead nation framework, which afforded 
lead responsibility for specific assistance areas to in-
dividual states, European Member States frequently 
pursued operationally distinct mandates in 
Afghanistan. The ensuing bifurcation of activities 
and competencies was further entrenched under the 
Provincial Reconstruction Team model, which saw 
key Member States focus attention and resources on 
operationally separate assistance efforts. While EU 
foreign ministers adopted a plan to strengthen the 
EU’s engagement in Afghanistan in 2009, this ‘pro-
liferation of national approaches’ (10) meant that the 
EU delegation was largely reliant on Member States 
and international partners for local intelligence, ex-
pertise and networks. According to a senior EU offi-
cial present at the time, this resulted in an outsourc-
ing of the EU funds and mandates to Member 
State-led programmes, with the result that the ex-
pectation for more assertive EU leadership re-
mained unmet.

While these dynamics reportedly 
contributed to the EU’s limited in-
fluence over key strategic decisions 
made by the United States during the 
final years of the international en-
gagement, several senior policy of-
ficials noted that EU Member States 
expressed tacit relief at the prospect 
of a US-determined evacuation from Afghanistan. In 
this way, it was noted that the operational and stra-
tegic predominance of the United States granted its 
increasingly ‘war fatigued’ EU and NATO allies an 
opportunity to exit what in the words of one com-
mentator constituted an ‘unwinnable engagement’. 

INSIGHT 2: A MISCONCEIVED 
CENTRALISATION POLICY?
The decision to model the post-2001 Afghan govern-
ment on a highly centralised presidential democracy 
had important repercussions for the trajectory of the 
internationally backed state and democracy-building 
efforts. By vesting pre-eminent political power in 
the presidency, the Bonn Agreement of 2001 and 
the Afghan constitution of 2004 disregarded a long-
standing tradition that granted Afghanistan’s diverse 
provinces a significant degree of administrative and 
political autonomy. Moreover, the centralised model 

was largely at odds with the cultural 
and ethnic heterogeneity of Afghan 
society: Pashtuns represent some 
42 % of the Afghan population; 
Tajiks roughly 27 %; Uzbeks consti-
tute 15 %, while other ethnic groups 
make up the remaining 16 %.

In their pursuit of a Weberian state 
model, European states and their in-
ternational partners channelled far 

higher levels of funding to centralised state-building 
and democracy efforts than to the political empow-
erment of Afghanistan’s vast and impoverished ru-
ral areas. Although Western officials noted that lo-
cal governance would be pivotal to the effort of 
‘consolidating a stable, legitimate state’ (11), and the 
EU extended its support to numerous local develop-
ment programmes, local democracy assistance was 
undermined by a strong preference for centralisa-
tion that the EU and its partners deemed a necessary 
precondition to the broader goals of stabilisation and 
development.

With over 70 % of the Afghan population residing in 
rural areas, the growing divide between Afghanistan’s 
rural and urban populations was reinforced by the re-
sistance of the Kabul-based government to devolve 
power and resources away from the centre. Contrary 
to the widely held assumption that the central gov-
ernment had aimed, but failed, to extend the reaches 

of the Afghan Republic to the coun-
try’s rural and remote districts, 
expert reports have found that the 
Afghan leadership deliberately pur-
sued a policy of power retention 
and personal enrichment that re-
sulted in a systematic disregard for 
the country’s impoverished, east-
ern and western fringes (12). If, as the 
US Government Counterinsurgency 

Guide suggests, ‘[t]he perceived capacity of local 
government to provide for the population is criti-
cal to national government legitimacy’ (13), this poli-
cy may be identified as a critical impediment to the 

The centralised 
model was largely 

at odds with the 
cultural and ethnic 
heterogeneity of 
Afghan society.

European Member 
States frequently 

pursued operationally 
distinct mandates 
in Afghanistan.
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state-building and democratisation objectives pur-
sued by the EU and its international partners. 

INSIGHT 3: THE SPECTRE OF 
CORRUPTION
As early as 2009 a US Agency for 
National Development (USAID) re-
port showed that ‘pervasive, en-
trenched, and systematic corrup-
tion’ had reached ‘unprecedented 
levels in the country’s history’ (14). 
Notwithstanding such findings, 
the success of both Afghan and in-
ternational efforts in curbing the 
widespread and systemic corrup-
tion that plagued the country re-
mained strikingly limited (15). A series of interlinked 
factors contributed to this outcome. First, the US-led 
security, stabilisation and counterterrorism agendas 
tended to overshadow the state-building and democ-
racy assistance efforts pursued by the EU and its in-
ternational partners (16). As noted by a senior expert, 
this was borne out by an approach that understood 
security as a prerequisite to good governance and ac-
countability (17). Rather than recognising that frustra-
tion and disillusionment caused by acute and sys-
tematic corruption constituted ‘a force multiplier’ 
for an expanding insurgency (18), detailed studies have 
found that the US-led stabilisation strategy was built 
on the assumption that questions of security needed 
to be settled before governance concerns could be 
addressed (19). 

As Sarah Chayes, former consultant on corruption to 
the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and 
the US Joint Chief of Staff, has found, this operation-
al logic was further compounded by the tendency to 
portray Afghan corruption as a top-down system of 
patronage (20). Challenging this widely held assump-
tion, Chayes has contended that under the central-
ised presidential system established in 2001, corrupt 
activity flowed from the bottom up rather than the 

top down as progressive layers of 
subordinate officials paid off their 
superiors for privileges and immu-
nity (21). Rather than a by-product 
of weak statehood, corruption was 
the centrepiece of a ‘vertically inte-
grated’ (22) system of enrichment (23). 
In the absence of a rigorously en-
forced system of accountability, the 
pledging of ever-greater aid con-
tributions, alongside the immense 
pressure on EU officials to spend 

development budgets within designated timeframes, 
inadvertently reinforced a state-run system of cor-
ruption. In so doing, the failure to tackle rampant 
corruption among Afghanistan’s new political elite 
not only undermined trust in the fledgling Afghan 
Republic but drove many disenchanted Afghans into 
the arms of the Taliban insurgency. 

R ather than a by-
product of weak 

statehood, corruption 
was the centrepiece 
of a ‘vertically 
integrated’ system 
of enrichment.

Cumulative contributions to multilateral �assistance for Afghan reconstruction
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The EU in Afghanistan
Key dates relating to the EU’s engagement

conference

elections

EU document

EUPOL
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Afghan government and international
 community commit to anti−corruption action

 and agree on a transition of responsibility
 for security from ISAF to Afghan forces

endorsed by UN Secruity Council Resolution
1383, establishes an interim authority for
Afghanistan and provides for ISAF to
assist in Afghanistan's political transition

NATO announces plans to withdraw international
 forces from Afghanistan by the end of 2014

introduces the Mutual
Accountability Framework

In accordance with these agreements a 
contingent of both American and International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) troops 
are authorised to remain in 
Afghanistan after 2014.

marks the first legal framework between
 Afghanistan and the EU and confirms the EU’s
 commitment to support Afghan development

 during the so−called decade of transformation
 (2015–2024).

peace, security and development are 
specified as the most important and 
interlinked challenges and the basis for 
the EU engagement in Afghanistan.
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INSIGHT 4: GET TING THE 
NATIONAL-INTERNATIONAL 
EQUATION RIGHT
The tension between Afghan ownership and the in-
ternationally determined timelines and objectives 
entailed serious consequences for the prospects of 
consolidated statehood and democracy in Afghanistan. 
This became manifest with the decision to transition 
authority over the electoral process to Afghan insti-
tutions in 2009. While the first post-Taliban elec-
tions in 2004 and 2005 were celebrated as a remark-
able logistical success, a strict adherence to notions 
of national ownership rather than a nuanced analysis 
of circumstances on the ground is reported to have 
informed the international determination to transfer 
responsibility for the 2009 elections to Afghan con-
trol. Specifically, while the EU’s Electoral Observer 
Mission (EOM) had identified serious irregularities 
during the 2005 electoral process, evidence of perva-
sive ballot stuffing, intimidation and fraud did not 
give rise to action at the political level (24). Given the 
electoral system’s evident vulnerability, the interna-
tional insistence on an operationally abstract time-
line was found to have played an important role in 
enabling the widespread and systemic fraud that 
characterised the 2009 Presidential and Provincial 
Council elections. Moreover, the international failure 
to deliver a concerted response to such malpractice 
significantly damaged the perceived credibility of 
Afghanistan’s nascent democracy, setting in motion 
a process whereby each subsequent election further 
discredited, rather than bolstered Afghanistan’s os-
tensibly representative institutions. 

The premature transition to Afghan 
ownership in the political realm 
stands in notable contrast to the in-
ternational reluctance to facilitate 
a broader transition to Afghan au-
thority in the military realm. While 
the NATO-led Inteqal or ‘Transition’ 
process foresaw that the 2014 NATO 
drawdown would be accompanied by a simultane-
ous transfer of the military strategy to Afghan con-
trol, the eleventh-hour agreement that a contingent 
of 9 800 American and at least 2 000 NATO troops 
would remain in Afghanistan after 2014 (25) effectively 
forestalled this process. Specifically, while the strat-
egy had envisioned a transfer of command to Afghan 
hands and a corresponding surge in Afghan capacity, 
authority and responsibility, the continued leadership 
of American and NATO troops meant that a substan-
tive transition of military authority did not take place 
until the weeks immediately prior to the internation-
al withdrawal in 2021. Viewing these developments 
retrospectively, it has been argued that, however well 
intentioned, the internationally determined timeline 

for the transition to Afghan ownership proved to be 
of unexpected detriment to the country’s democratic 
and military prospects. 

INSIGHT 5: THE (NEGLECTED) 
ROLE OF PAKISTAN 
The role and significance of Afghanistan’s immediate 
geographic and political neighbourhood was not grant-
ed sufficient attention by the EU and its international 
partners. In particular, the influence of Pakistan in 
shaping the prospects and trajectory of Afghanistan’s 
stabilisation was widely underestimated. The unre-
solved question of the Durand Line – the 2 670 km 
Afghan-Pakistani border – and Afghanistan’s per-
sistent claim to the contiguous Pakistani Pashtun 
majority areas significantly strained the Afghan gov-
ernment’s relationship with its immediate western 
neighbour (26). Premised on Islamabad’s dual objectives 
of curbing Pashtun nationalism and ensuring the in-
stallation of a pro-Pakistani government in Kabul, 
Pakistan pursued an active, if not uncomplicated, 
policy of support for the Afghani Taliban (27). Given 
its defining role in providing the Afghan insurgency 
with a space to retreat and recuperate, alongside the 
progressively more fluid movement of Pakistani and 
Afghani Taliban across the Durand Line, a resolution 
of the Afghan conflict depended upon a close con-
sideration of Pakistan’s goals and political objectives. 
Crucially, these needed to address Pakistan’s fraught 
relationship with India and the broader web of re-
gional politics in which the Afghan conflict continues 

to be embedded. 

While EU foreign ministers sig-
nalled their acknowledgement 
of Pakistan’s combined geo-
graphic and strategic significance 
with the 2009 adoption of a plan 
for ‘Strengthening EU Action in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan’, it has 
been argued that European policy-

makers fell short of providing the Pakistani leader-
ship with the political incentives necessary to ensure 
a decisive shift in Islamabad’s policy towards the fed-
erally administered tribal areas (FATA) on its Afghan 
frontier (28). Moreover, while senior members of the EU 
delegation sought to draw on the European example 
of regional cooperation, strained relations with both 
Iran and Pakistan meant that these efforts did not 
translate into concrete results. Given Islamabad’s re-
peated efforts to position itself as a peacemaker (no-
tably exemplified by its involvement in setting up the 
Quadrilateral Coordination Group (QCG) in 2016), the 
full importance of Pakistan as a major stakeholder in 
the region did not garner the attention or the con-
certed political consideration it warranted. 

Pakistan pursued 
an active, if not 

uncomplicated, policy 
of support for the 
Afghani Taliban.
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PAST LESSONS, FUTURE 
PROSPECTS
Given that the collapse of the international 
state-building efforts in Afghanistan risks dissuading 
European states from committing to future efforts to 
support the rebuilding of conflict-afflicted states, the 
Taliban’s resumption of power, while clearly a politi-
cal debacle, also presents a critical opportunity: one 
for a clear-eyed review and re-evaluation of the EU’s 
approaches and priorities. Apart from the revelation 
of strategic miscalculations, the events of August 
2021 demonstrate that it is imperative to ensure that 
the lessons from the EU’s past engagement inform 
and ameliorate its policies in the present and the fu-
ture. With a view to contributing to this endeavour, 
the following policy considerations may be identified.

Attention to context and the need to 
challenge prevailing assumptions
It is essential for international actors to understand 
the cultural, historical and political context of the 
territories in which they engage, as a premise to de-
veloping common strategic responses. Rigorous, de-
tailed and continued political analysis is needed to 
adapt international responses to the shifting realities 
on the ground. To this end, international actors must 
prioritise information systems that are designed to 
identify and challenge prevailing assumptions and 
capture negative signals. To render these systems 
effective, the EU should consider introducing varied 
policy reviews at regular, operationally meaningful 
intervals.

Understanding the inclusivity-
security nexus
There are no security solutions for fundamentally po-
litical problems. Notwithstanding this truism, when 
groups or individuals are barred from achieving their 
objectives through political means, it risks incenti-
vising violence as a means of pursuing change. On 
these grounds, efforts to establish security and curb 
violence must be premised on a willingness to un-
derstand the demands of the full range of legitimate 
constituencies. Detailed attention to who those con-
stituencies are and where to draw the line between 
engagement and endorsement must be understood as 
a diplomatic and political priority. 

Strengthening the link between 
state- and nation-building
While much focus has been placed on (re-)building the 
capacity and institutions of conflict afflicted-states, 
greater emphasis must be placed on strengthening 
the relationship between post-conflict states and 
their societies. Specifically, international engage-
ments must prioritise supporting both the capability 
and the accountability of state institutions, as a ba-
sis for citizens’ confidence, trust and support of new 
governance structures. While international support 
plays an important role, the ability to overcome con-
flict and achieve stability will hinge on the establish-
ment of a functioning social contract. 

Prioritising preventative action
Post-conflict states face a high risk of conflict relapse. 
Anticipating, identifying and forecasting potential 
conflict triggers can significantly lower the risk of 
future conflict, while contributing to the prospects 
of sustainable peace and development. International 
actors must combine strategic foresight with a pre-
paredness for rapid action to avoid the perpetuation 
of conflict cycles. This will require improved intel-
ligence cooperation and interoperability; looking be-
yond quick-fix solutions to address the root causes of 
state fragility; and, last but not least, investment in 
strengthening local capacities.
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