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Dilemmas of State Building in Afghanistan

T H R E E V I E W S
Afghanistan presents complex and,

in some respects, unique development

challenges. Despite considerable

progress since 2001, enormous

challenges remain, and in some

crucial aspects, like insecurity

and corruption, the situation has

deteriorated in recent years.

State-building is at the heart of the

agenda but presents many difficulties

and dilemmas. These are sketched out

in the following articles from three

different perspectives by influential

voices inside and outside of Afghanistan.

BUILDING A VIABLE STATE
IN AFGHANISTAN:
A DELICATE BALANCE

AN ACCOUNTABLE STATE
WITH STRONG CIVIL
SOCIETY

HOW THE INTERNATIONAL
COMMUNITY CAN SUPPORT
STATE BUILDING
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The role of history and
tradition

AFTER 25 YEARS of conflict, a political
process launched in 2001 gave Afghanistan
an opportunity to restore its lost political
stability, build a functioning state and
launch an economic recovery. Much has
been achieved since then, but challenges lie
ahead. To meet them, the international
community needs to help build Afghan gov-
ernment capacity in a way that strengthens
Afghan leadership, respects Afghan tradi-
tions and values, and is ultimately account-
able to the Afghan people.

With many social and economic indica-
tors still placing Afghanistan among the
world’s poorest countries, and conflict still a
fact of daily life, this will not be an easy task.
Still, the progress Afghanistan has made
since the 2001 Bonn Agreement offers
grounds for hope.

Millions of refugees have returned. State
executive, legislative and judiciary pillars
have been built, although the progress is
uneven. A constitution has been drafted.
Presidential, parliamentary and provincial
council elections have been held. Seven
million children have gone back to school.
The Afghan National Army has been trans-
formed into a credible and trusted national
institution. Basic health care coverage has
expanded from just eight percent of the
population to an estimated 80 percent. A
well-organized public-private partnership
has delivered communications services to
75 percent of the country, connecting peo-
ple from the most isolated areas to each
other, and to the rest of the country and to
the world. The National Solidarity Program
is bringing small-scale development to over
32,000 villages, while also building or

STATE BUILDING IN AFGHANISTAN

A band of Taliban at the onset of the war in 2001 in Jalalabad.

Building a Viable State
A delicate balance
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upgrading road networks access to services, trade and transit
This rapid progress is one side of the story.

There are also daunting constraints. Intensifying cross-
border insurgency and terrorist activities create insecurity,
obstruct development and provide space for illicit activities
that weaken the rule of law. The opium industry deepens
existing corruption and fuels the insurgency. The country’s
institutions remain weak, giving donors an excuse to move
outside government channels, thereby further weakening the
government’s authority and increasing public frustration.
High expectations prompted by the commitments of the
international community have not been met, or have been
undermined by ineffective management.

The legacies of leftist and religious radicalism that deep-
ened tension in the Afghan society are also impediments to

progress. When the Soviets were driven out of Afghanistan in
1989, dividedMujahideen factions andmilitia groups fought a
civil war. The ensuing vacuum was filled by the Taliban and Al
Qaeda. Despite the Taliban’s removal from power, violence
remains endemic. The Taliban have regrouped in Pakistan,
where they have found some support as well as foreign
recruits. They continue to terrorize the population, destroy
schools and other infrastructure, deepening insecurity as they
challenge the state’s monopoly on the use of force.

The political instability has stymied the state-building
process, leading to the disintegration of state institutions, and
coinciding with a brain drain, and a whole generation of
Afghans born and raised during the war who lost the opportu-
nity for education. It will take decades and substantial invest-
ment to fully recover and restore these missed opportunities.

Despite this bleak panorama, other
factors offer hope that Afghan efforts,
backed by the international community,
will eventually achieve stability and
build a state that is responsive to the
people’s needs and able to deliver on its
core functions. These include the
resilience of the Afghan people, and a
culture that has helped them to survive
the turbulence of the past 30 years.

Also, Afghanistan’s strategic location
endures and can help restore its histor-
ical role as a land-bridge and a hub for
trade and transit in the region. Despite
the negative impact of migration, it has
also produced a diaspora of educated
and skilled Afghans, some of whom are
returning to the country.

Geography shapes
development

ABOUT THREE-QUARTERS of Afghanistan
is covered by mountains. The Hindu
Kush range stretches from the northeast
to the southwest, where it borders with
the Kohi Baba, Feroz Koh, Terbandi
Turkistan and some smaller ranges, sur-
rounded by a belt of deserts. It divides
the country into northern and southern
regions, further subdivided by topogra-
phy, national and ethno-linguistic set-
tlement patterns, or historical tradition.

Settlement patterns have traditionally
depended on access to land, water, graz-
ing areas, forest cover, protection against
rivals and aggressors. To these, have been
added rapid population growth, com-
bined with under-development of agri-
culture, years of drought and the devasta-
tion left by war. These have determined

Under the majestic mountains that surround Kabul, reflected on Qargha Lake, peace, harmony
and life continue.
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economic opportunities, jobs, public
services such as health and education,
access to markets including roads,
communication, electricity, trans-
portation, and housing.

Most urban settlements have
grown along the main roads. The
most populous cling to themain river
basins in the north, the western
region, the Southwest and the eastern
Kabul basin.

With sources of most rivers in the
mountains, sedentary farmers live
mostly in villages near irrigated land
in the major river valleys, while
semi-sedentary farmers who raise
livestock and a few crops, live in high
alpine valleys. A third group, the
nomadic Kochais—mainly Pushtun
herdsmen, some Baluch in Nemroze
Farhah and Helmand, and Kyrgyz
scattered in Pamir—move in clans by
tradition, but war and drought have
led some to settle. Many lost most of
their herds or have clashed with
farmers over access to grazing land during the Kochais’ sea-
sonal movement to the central highlands. Many on both sides
have been killed.

Road links key to development

AFGHANISTAN CANNOT BECOME a viable hub for regional
trade, transit and economic cooperation until the highways
crossing it are secured and kept open year-round, with neces-
sary services and safety measures. Also, needed investment in
the country’s mineral deposits depends on completion of
regional rail networks. With the rugged terrain, this will cost a
great deal of money. However, such investment will eventual-
ly generate good returns in the long term. To date, donors have
hesitated to support this work but there is increasing realiza-
tion that they understand the importance of such investment

Military strategists observe that the insurgency begins
where the roads ends. Farmers need easier access to water,
and to learn new techniques to increase and improve crop
productivity and quality; their livelihood depends on mar-
ketable products they can get to market. This is the only viable
option to stem heroin poppy cultivation. At present, most
business and reconstruction activity, as well as humanitarian
aid, is concentrated around the main roads and highways, or
where economic infrastructure exists. The country’s remote
areas—despite rich untapped resources found there—remain
in absolute poverty.

Improved infrastructure would offer the isolated rural
poor access to health, education, transportation and commu-
nications. While such development offers promise, it must
also be undertaken in tandem with careful management of
natural resource extraction and the environment. Already,

deforestation and excessive use of undergroundwater for irri-
gation has spread alarm in many parts of the country.

Functional and responsive state institutions are essential
to meet these challenges. The state must have the capacity to
articulate its own development agenda under rule of law and in
partnership with the international community; it must also
live in peace with its neighbors. Achieving depends on a bet-
ter understanding of Afghanistan’s geography, history and
society. Imported models for the state must be adapted and
integrated into Afghanistan’s traditional systems of gover-
nance, in a way that promotes inclusion. These models must
build on unifying factors that strengthen the national identity
of Afghans, while protecting the rights of minorities.

How can the international community
help push forward state building?

FRAGILE AND FAILED STATES threaten regional and global
security. They also spur migration, spread illicit trade, terror
and impunity. They impede social and economic develop-
ment, and fail to meet their international obligations, provide
basic services to their people, and remain prone to continuing
cycles of violent conflict.

Despite the urgency of these challenges, the need for inno-
vative approaches, the extensive experience acquired and its
lessons, international community efforts in state-building
generally show similar weaknesses. They have usually started
with rapid assessments, coupled with enthusiasm that often
goes with underestimating the problems, and resources need-
ed to address them.

Parallel administration systems are often set up to deliver
services, with double standards in terms of salary and other

Filling up the donkey? Actually this man is filling up barrels with gas to be sold later.
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privileges. Usually, these systems are too costly to sustain.
Investment is often made in individuals rather than in the
systems and procedures of the recipient state. International
organizations often press local officials to apply complex
international models to their internal procedures as a pre-
condition for donor funding.

Several lessons have emerged for the international com-
munity’s efforts to support the state-building process in
Afghanistan:
� State-building is not a quick-impact project, especially

given the complex social, political and economic environ-
ment of Afghanistan and its region. Afghan government
and international partners need to manage expectations
and realistically consider the time horizon needed to build
effective state institutions.

� Afghanistan is unique in terms of its geography, social
structures and history. A cut-and-paste state-building
approach will not work if it is not understood and owned by
the people. The international community should push
state-building in such a manner that provides a sense of
security and justice to all Afghans. The process of modern-
ization should not widen the gap between the rural and
urban population; this places rural communities at risk of
being further disenfranchised, and thereby vulnerable to
spoilers who oppose modernization. Earlier modernization
efforts have failed as rural communities turned against so-
called reform perceived as promoted by foreigners.

� Improving the systems and procedures of the recipient
country can be achieved only after thorough analysis of
existing systems and capacity both at central and subna-
tional levels. Too often, attention is paid to build capacity at
the central level while doing too little at the subnational
level.

� The budget must be used as the main tool for coordination
to build effective state institutions capable of providing
leadership in the reconstruction process. Coordinating
international efforts will not materialize in the absence of
such a mechanism that can provide adequate information
on how the resources are committed and spent.

� The international community’s approach to building state
capacitymust be consistent; donors cannot complain about
the lack of state capacity and then draw the best staff from
the existing system to serve a purchased parallel system of
administration. This only reduces further the state’s
capacity to use the technical assistance it receives.
Over the past seven years, progress has been unequal

across sectors. Aid programs implemented through the
Afghan government’s National Priority Program (NPP) have
generally achieved better results, both in delivery of services
and building up state capacity, than programs implemented
outside the government structure. The National Solidarity
Program (NSP), a government-led rural community develop-
ment program, has built capacity and delivered services to
people while providing a platform for coordinated support by
donors, public, and private-sector implementing partners.
Other examples are the Afghan National Army, education,
telecommunications and ICT, and health.

Successful approaches in these sectors should be adopted
in agriculture, watermanagement, skills development, recon-
ciliation, local governance, public administration, the judici-
ary, and anti–corruption efforts. Indeed, the commitment
expressed by donors for the National Agriculture
Development Framework at the Joint Monitoring and
Coordination Board is an encouraging endorsement of the
NSP approach, even if late in coming.

Leadership and ownership are critical

REFORM AND STATE-BUILDING also depend on committed
and effective leaders, whose management of funds for state-
building must follow an Afghan agenda, not that of donors.
For example, many donors in Afghanistan earmark their
funding to locations where they are sponsoring Provincial
Reconstruction Teams; once again, this skews distribution
away from the poorest and most isolated areas.

Some so-called experts on Afghanistan demand full
decentralization, based on a shallow analysis that the coun-
try’s social and political systems are fragmented.
Afghanistan’s governance needs to be consolidated within its
borders to avoid foreign interference. This should be accom-
panied by a phased approach to build subnational administra-
tion. First, build capacity, and only then, delegate more
authority to local administration, while still retaining central
oversight. Third, it is essential to consolidate top-down and
bottom-up initiatives to build local elected bodies (provin-
cial, district and village council) to ensure wider community
participation in the state-building process.

How to build the state without
undermining it?

NATIONAL SOVEREIGNTY DEPENDS on the state’s capacity to
provide leadership and reduce its dependence on external
sources. This depends, in turn, on a shared vision, long-term
commitment and consideration of local traditions and
national values. To be effective, state-building must work
“with, through, and on” state institutions, without undermin-
ing them. What does this mean for state-building work
already underway? The following three points emerge:
� The Afghan government and the international community

are bound by the Afghan Compact. This should be comple-
mented by a third commitment, to be jointly accountable to
the Afghan people. Without mutual accountability, state-
building initiatives will be incomplete and conclude with a
“blame game” that will undermine the investment in state-
building.

� Conditionalitymust encourage suchmutual accountability,
not impose conditions that undermine state sovereignty.

� Long-term commitment to and consistency in carrying out
the state-building effort is crucial. Achievements in media
freedom, democratic and women’s rights, and widespread
participation in the state-building process must be
defended; at the same time, state-building that is misper-
ceived as occupation will fail.
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How to address the risk of building a
corrupt state?

CORRUPTION IMPEDES STATE-BUILDING and stability in
Afghanistan. To address the risk of building a corrupt state,
accountable leaders at central subnational levels is critical.
These leadersmust serve as role models. To achieve this, their
leadership must be defined with clear roles and responsibili-
ties during the initial stage of state-building. This is essential
to strengthen coordination and information-sharing, without
which the risk of corruption increases, as officials do not
know who is doing what, when, and with what resources.

The process of accountability should be driven internally
and supported by the international community. This will gen-
erate political will at senior levels, enabling the Afghan state
and the international community to take bold steps against
corruption. A few initial public actions against corruption will
send a strong signal and improve discipline. It is important
that government positions not be used by incumbents to gain
access tomaterial resources for personal gain. A second step is
to simplify procedures formonitoring and oversight, and build
an improved and credible public financial management sys-
tem. Early investment in police, judiciary and local gover-

nance, including adequate salaries, is the third important ele-
ment of a strategy that can reduce risk of building corrupt state.

Procurement and contractual rules must be straightfor-
ward and accompanied by monitoring, reporting and over-
sight mechanisms. Complexity increases the risk of corrup-
tion, enabling profiteers to take advantage of incompetence,
conflicting rules and regulations and nepotism. Poor asset
management also creates fertile ground for corruption. A
recent report by the US Government Accounting Office found
that some 76,000 weapons delivered to the Afghan National
Security Force by the US unaccounted for. This is a warning
sign; these weapons are not necessarily all lost or sold, but
there is no way of knowing, as the asset management system is
not reliable.

Dilemmas in addressing the drug
industry

AFGHANISTAN’S TRIALS HAVE PUSHED it to become the
world’s top opium poppy producer. Cross-border terrorism,
insurgency, corruption, poverty and injustice create a wel-
coming host for the illicit drug trade. Although poppy-free
provinces have doubled from 12 to 24, poppy cultivation

remains intense in the insecure provinces of
the south. This underscores the links between
drugs, insecurity, while experience has shown
that applying force to stop the country’s 2.8
million poppy-growing farmers to stop culti-
vation does not work and is, in fact, even
counterproductive.

The approach must be changed. Instead of
investing in projects that do not deliver farm-
ers a viable living, it would be better to invest
heavily in agriculture and water. A new agri-
culture strategy, properly implemented, can
improve crop productivity, access to market,
and nurture quality agro-businesses. Over
time, these can replace poppies with other
cash crops and marketable fruits; this is the
only way to create lasting jobs for rural people
and thereby weaken the recruitment base of
Taliban. At the same time, there is a need to
focus on drug dealers at national, regional and
international levels.

Afghanistan’s state cannot be replaced by
other actors. Building state institutions that
respond to the needs of people, while showing
themselves able to lead and articulate the
country’s own development agenda is the only
way forward, the only way in which
Afghanistan will be able to function on its
own, without foreign assistance.

Mohammad Masoom Stanekzai is an advisor to
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the U.S. Institute of Peace.A poppy field in the Pashtun tribal zone of Ghugiani, on the Afghani side of the border.


