COMMENTARY: FALL OF AFGHANISTAN

The Rise of Taliban and Its Security
Implications
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ith the fall of Kabul, the Taliban is ready to exert control over Af-

\ ) ‘ / ghanistan 20 years after US-led forces deposed the organization. This

has generated a sense of panic, leading to a mass exodus of foreign

diplomatic missions and local Afghans and a commiserate return of human rights

violations, which the United Nations has warned could become a full-blown “hu-
manitarian catastrophe.”?

'The return of Taliban to power not only bodes ill for the ordinary Afghan
population but also threatens the regional and international security architecture.
'The sole purpose of the US invasion of Afghanistan was to destroy the terrorist
infrastructure that prevailed under the Taliban regime and to restore the human
rights that the organization had destroyed in Afghanistan. However, the current
Taliban leadership would have the world believe that the group’s perception has
changed and become much more moderate compared to the Taliban of 1990s.2

Few in the international community view this claim as serious. Reports have
surfaced that indicate that the Taliban has carried out atrocities in the regions it
recently captured® and has executed surrendered Afghan special forces.* There-
tore, with the Taliban’s return to power, it can be argued that various nontradi-
tional security threats—ranging from illicit drug trafficking to the revival of ter-
rorist safe havens—will be major issues of concern.

Taliban’s Drug-based Economy

According to a report of UN Office of Drug and Crime (UNODC), in 2020,
there was a 37-percent increase in opium cultivation in Afghanistan.’ The Taliban
had previously used drugs as a major revenue model, making trafficking a major
part of the organization’s economy. Previously, the Taliban had tried to ban poppy
cultivation in the early 2000s to obtain international legitimacy; however, this met
with a significant backlash, which the organization to change its stance.® These
factors led the former UNODC executive director Yuri Fedotov to claim Af-
ghanistan is on the path to becoming a “full-fledged narco-state.””

With the Taliban’s lack of effective understanding of public administration and
policy, the organization had always counted on drugs to fund its objectives. As per
an official UN report, the Taliban earned more than USD 400 million between
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2018 and 2019 from the drug trade.® According to a Special Inspector General
for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) report, the United States spent an es-
timated USD 8.6 billion between 2002 to 2017 to uproot the drug trade and
crush the Taliban’s financing.” American politicians explicitly stated that winning
the war on drugs in Afghanistan was necessary to winning the war on terror.!
However, with the return of Taliban to power, this drug war looks to slip out of
US hands and represents a major security challenge for the region and beyond.

As alandlocked nation, Afghanistan is heavily dependent on the various border
passes like Zaranj in the Afghan—Iranian border for the transit of goods. The
control of these border crossing points, with Tajikistan in the north, Iran in the
west, and Pakistan in the south, allows the Taliban to traffic drugs more easily.!!
With the ever-growing demand of these illicit products, the coming of a supplier
like the Taliban will boost the global drug problem, posing a major challenge to
the regional nations and rendering them the epicenter for drug abuses and ped-
dling. Therefore, one could argue that the resurgence of Taliban will have pro-
tound implications for the global drug problem. In the era of globalization, an
Afghan narco-state will not only pose a major challenge for region but also pro-
vide greater supplies to the lucrative markets in Europe and North America, mak-
ing it a major security issue.

Afghanistan as the Hotspot for International Terrorists

'The return of the Taliban has raised the speculation that Afghanistan will once
again become the nexus of global terrorist organizations.!? The previous Taliban
regime harbored al-Qaeda operatives who planned and executed various terror
attacks from Afghan soil, including the 9/11 attacks. This became the primary
reason for the American intervention to uproot the Taliban and its allies, who
posed a major security challenge for the United States. However, with the with-
drawal of American and allied troops and the Taliban resurgence, Afghanistan
may well become prime real estate for terrorist groups willing to pay for training
grounds in the failed state.

As mentioned above, the newly ascendant Taliban seeks to project a new, mod-
ern, and moderate face. Its leaders claim to be much more open-minded and tol-
erant compared to those serving in its previous regime. The organization pledged
to prohibit Afghan soil from being used as a launchpad by international terrorist
outfits.!3 This rhetoric seems aimed at obtaining international recognition and
legitimization from major powers. However, how much these assurances will re-
ally hold true is open for speculation.

Moreover, as pointed out by various agencies, Afghanistan is already a mixing
pot for various jihadi organizations, including al-Qaeda, the Islamic State (ISIS),
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and their affiliates. A UN report pointed out that terrorist elements like al-Qaeda
and others have aligned with the Taliban and are openly celebrating the West’s
withdrawal, seeing the situation as a win for global Islamic radicalization.* An-
other UN report states that there are around 400-600 al-Qaeda operatives fight-
ing alongside the Taliban.’® Additionally, numerous ISIS fighters, operating under
the banner of Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K), are in-country, rendering Afghan-
istan already a prime location for terrorist organizations. According to this report,
there are around 2,200 armed men from IS-K, fighting mainly in Kunar Province,
along the Pakistan border.1®

Additional reports indicate Pakistan-based terror outfits have joined in aiding
the Taliban’s takeover.” It is an open fact that the military and intelligence com-
munity in Pakistan has fully backed the Taliban takeover, expecting to thereby
expand Islamabad’s strategic sphere of influence. The Pakistani deep state has al-
ways used terrorists to obtain its major foreign policy objectives. Now, with the
Taliban in power, these puppet masters can use Afghan camps to train the various
terrorist outfits Pakistan operates and increase infiltration along the Indian border
in Kashmir. Therefore, it is just a matter of time before Afghanistan becomes the
key base of operations for various terrorist organizations from Pakistan and sur-
rounding regions. Obviously, as pointed out by retired British Army General Sir
Richard Barrons, this poses a grave security problem that could see a significant
increase in the risk of terror attacks in Europe.!®

With the Taliban re-establishing its rule in Afghanistan, the resultant nontra-
ditional security issues will pose major concerns well beyond the confines of Cen-
tral and South Asia. These issues will not only be restrictive to illicit drug traffick-
ing and a resurgence of global terrorism but also include human migration and
trafficking, arms smuggling, and more. The UN and the world’s major geopolitical
powers must establish a mechanism to check the rise of these activities for the
betterment and security of all.
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