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Afghanistan: Politics, Elections, and Government Performance

Summary

The limited capacity and widespread corruption of all levels of Afghan governance are factors in
congressional debate over the effectiveness of U.S. policy in Afghanistan and in implementing a
transition to Afghan security leadership. That transition is to be completed by the end of 2014, a
timeframe agreed to by the United States, its international partners, and the Afghan government.
While trusting only his closest allies, most of whom are ethnic Pashtuns, Karzai has tried to
satisfy leaders of other ethnic and political faction leaders. However, some of these faction
leaders oppose Karzai on the grounds that he is too willing to make concessions to insurgent
leaders in search of a settlement, and that he has tried to use his office to manipulate Afghan
institutions and election results to the advantage of him and his faction. A dispute over the results
of the 2010 parliamentary elections paralyzed governance for nearly a year, but appears to have
been resolved in August 2011 with Karzai’s suspension of a special court that sought to remove
the declared winners of nearly a quarter of the seats of the elected lower house of parliament.
Karzai also has tried, through direct denials, to quell assertions by his critics that he wants to stay
in office beyond the 2014 expiration of his second term, the limits under the constitution.

Afghan governing capacity has increased significantly since the Taliban regime fell in late 2001,
but many positions, particularly at the local level, are unfilled. Many governing functions are
performed at least informally by unaccountable power brokers. One such power broker was
President Karzai’s half-brother, Ahmad Wali Karzai, who essentially ran southern Afghanistan on
the President’s behalf; his assassination on July 12, 2011, left a power vacuum in the south and
increased doubts about stability in the context of a U.S. troop drawdown that began in July 2011.
Widespread illiteracy and ethnic and factional ties limit the development of a competent
bureaucracy, although U.S. and other programs are attempting to address these deficiencies.

On corruption, President Hamid Karzai has accepted U.S. help to build emerging anti-corruption
institutions, but these same institutions have sometimes caused a Karzai backlash when they have
targeted his allies or relatives. Efforts against corruption also run up against an Afghan culture
that rewards appointing and letting contracts to relatives and friends. Effects of corruption burst
into public view in August 2010 when the large Kabul Bank nearly collapsed due in part to losses
on large and apparently improper loans to major shareholders, many of whom are close to Karzai.
That issue, too, appeared closer to resolution in August 2011 with the prosecution of several
individuals allegedly responsible for the scandal.

Broader issues of human rights often vary depending on the security environment in particular
regions, although some trends prevail nationwide. The State Department human rights report for
2010 attributes many of the human rights abuses in Afghanistan to overall lack of security,
traditional conservative attitudes that are widely prevalent, and the weakness of government
control over outlying localities. Women have made substantial gains in government and the
private sector since the fall of the Taliban but many organizations report substantial backsliding,
particularly in areas where the insurgency operates. Traditional attitudes also continue to prevail,
slowing of efforts to curb such practices as child marriages and contributing to court judgments
against converts from Islam to Christianity and cleric-driven curbs on the sale of alcohol and
Western-oriented programming in the burgeoning Afghan media. See also CRS Report RL30588,
Afghanistan: Post-Taliban Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy, by Kenneth Katzman; CRS
Report R40747, United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan: Background and Policy
Issues, by Rhoda Margesson; and CRS Report R41484, Afghanistan: U.S. Rule of Law and
Justice Sector Assistance, by Liana Sun Wyler and Kenneth Katzman.

Congressional Research Service



Afghanistan: Politics, Elections, and Government Performance

Contents
Overview: Historic Patterns of Afghan Authority and Politics..........ccccerievininiininiiinceeeee 1
Relations Among Ethnicities and COMMUNILIES .........cceouerieiiereieierereeieee et eeeee e enens 2
Lack of Affiliation DY Party........cccooieiiiiiiieeeee ettt 3
Post-Taliban Transition and Political LandSCape............cccueevieviienieniieiie e e eveeveeneas 4
Establishment of the Afghan Government StrUCtUIE ............ccvvecvierierierieiie e eee e ns 4
BONN AGICEIMENT.......ueiiiiieiiiteeiee ettt ettt ettt e st e e sateesbeeesabeeenbaesneeennres 4
Permanent Constitution/Presidential System and POWETS..........ccccovvevienieiieccieereeieeieene 5
Karzai Elected in First Post-Taliban Presidential Elections in 2004...........c..cccoevvervenennnne. 6
National Assembly (Parliament) Formed: Structure and Powers..........cc.ccocceveniinencnnnne. 7
Cross-Cutting Ethnic and Political Rivalries..........cccoooveiiiiiiiiieiieecsee et 8
Karzai’s Allies in the National ASSEMDIY.........ccvevuiiviieiieiiieie e 8
The Opposition: Dr. Abdullah and His Lower House Supporters.........c.ccoceevererriencneenens 9
Influence of “INdePEndEntS™.........c.cccieriiiiieiieeerie ettt seaesnseenseeneees 11
Karzai Support Significant in the Upper HOUSE ..........oovviieciiiiiiieiecciec e 12
Ethnic and Factional Cooperation in the Security Sector...........cccceviriiverieneneenenenenn 13
Elections in 2009 and 2010 Widen Political Schisms and Produce Institutional
PATALYSIS ©oovviiiiiitie ettt ettt ettt ettt et e b e et e et e e ta e ebeeebeeabe e ta e taeerbeeraeeabaens 13
2009 Presidential EIECtion...........cceeieriiiieiieiieieieeee et 14
September 18, 2010, Parliamentary EICCHONS.........ccccvverieriieeiiieniieneenie e ere e eiee e 20
Implications for the United States of the Afghan Elections Disputes ............cccceveenvennen. 25
Next Presidential Elections: Karzai Says He Will Yield Power..........ccccoeevveviieciiecniennnee. 25
The Informal Power Structure: Influence of Regional and
Factional Leaders/ “Warlords” .........c.ccooiiiiiiniiieenieie ettt 26
Afghan Governing Capacity and Performance............ccooeeriiiiiniiiniiieenie et 31
Expanding Central Government Capacity..........c.ccveeeereerieereerireeireesieeseeseessesseesseesseesseensnes 32
The Afghan Civil SEIVICE .....ccuciiiiiiiiiiecieeieecieecte ettt ettt e st e ereeveeve e teesabesebeesbeesveesseas 32
The Afghan Bud@et PrOCESS ....couviiviiiiiciieiieeeceeette ettt et et seneeaveeave s 33
Expanding Local GOVEINANCE ............cccuerieriiiieiiieieenieeseeeresresveeteeseesseesesesnseenseenseesseessnas 34
Provincial Governors and Provincial Councils ..........cccccvevierienieiciieseeienie e, 35
DiStrict-Level GOVEIMANCE .........cecueeiieieiieieieeteee sttt ettt sae et e seeeeeaesseensesseeneenes 36
Municipal and Village Level AUthOTILY .........ccevieririiiiieenie e 36
U.S. Local Governance Advisory Capacity........ccoecverreereereeriierrieerieeseesieessessseesseesseensns 37
Reforming Afghan Governance: Curbing COrruption ..........cc.ccveeveeveeereenreesieeseenreereesseennens 37
High Level Corruption, Nepotism, and CIONYISIM .........c.ccceerreerreereenreeseeneesneeveesseessens 38
LOWer-Level COTTUPLION.......cveriieiierieeieeieeieeseesitesveeseesteestaeseaessseesseesseesssesssessseenseesses 39
AdMINISEIAION VIEWS ....eiiuiiiiiiiieiiie ittt ettt ettt e st e st et beesbee bt e saeeeneeeneean 40
Other Karzai RESPONSES ......cccviiiiiiiiieiiie ettt ettt e eite et eetaeesereeeaaeessseesssaeessseeenens 40
Rule of Law EFIOTES ..c..eeiiiiieieiee ettt 44
Promoting HUmMan RiIGhES ........c.cecviiiiiiiiriiiiiiiece ettt s es 45
Media and Freedom of Expression/Social Freedoms............ccccoeveeiieeiiecicnieniecreeieenen, 47
Harsh PUNISRIMENLS .....c..eouiiiiiieieie et e 47
Religious FIEAOM .....ccvieiiiiieriiecie ettt ettt s esnseenseensees 48
Human TrafficKing ..........oooiiiie et e seb e eeae e sabeeens 49
Advancement 0f WOIMEI ........coiuiiiiiiiiiiieieete ettt ettt st aeas 49
Democracy, Human Rights, Governance, and Elections Funding Issues..........c..ccccceceerenee. 52

Congressional Research Service



Afghanistan: Politics, Elections, and Government Performance

Figures

Figure 1. Map of Afghan EthniCities .........ccveviiiiiiiiiiieieeciecie sttt st eve e 55
Tables

Table 1. Major Pashtun Tribal Confederations ............c.ecveeeeriiiiiiiieieeceesee e e 53
Contacts

Author Contact INFOrmMAatioN. .........ceieiiiiiiiiie ettt st et e sbe e 56
ACKNOWIEAZIMENLS ....eovvieiieiiiieiiecieesteste sttt ettt e e staeesteetaesteesssessseasseesseesseesssesssesssenssesssenns 56

Congressional Research Service



Afghanistan: Politics, Elections, and Government Performance

Overview: Historic Patterns of Afghan Authority
and Politics

Through differing regimes of widely varying ideologies, Afghanistan’s governing structure has
historically consisted of weak central government unwilling or unable to enforce significant
financial or administrative mandates on the 80% of Afghans who live in rural areas. Many
communities are separated by mountains and wide expanses that typically take days to reach by
traditional transportation means. The tensions between the central government and the outlying
areas has mirrored the struggles between urban, educated “modernizers” and the rural, lesser-
educated traditionalists. Successive governments have tended to promote modernity and have met
resistance from those primarily in the rural areas who want to preserve their traditions and obey
strict Islamic customs. The Taliban government (1996-2001) was one notable exception in that it
opposed modernization and represented the views of rural Afghans.

In the provinces, the tribal, clan, village, and district political structures that provided governance
and security until the late 1970s were weakened by decades of subsequent war and Taliban rule.
Some traditional local authority figures fled or were killed; others were displaced by mujahedin
commanders, militia leaders, Taliban militants, and others. The local power brokers who
displaced some of the tribal structures are far less popular and are widely accused of selectively
applying Afghan law and of using their authority to enrich themselves. Some of the traditional
tribal councils, which are widely respected but highly conservative in orientation, remained
intact. Some of them continue to exercise their writ rather than accept the authority of the central
government or even local government appointees. Still other community authorities prefer to
accommodate local insurgent commanders (whom they often see as wayward but not
irreconcilable members of the community) rather than help the government secure their areas.

There are some traditional tribal and community decision-making structures that do not
approximate Western-style democracy but yet have some democratic and representative elements.
Meetings called shuras, or jirgas (consultative councils)' often composed of designated notables,
are key mechanisms for making authoritative decisions or dispensing justice. Some of these
mechanisms are practiced by Taliban members in areas under their control. On the other hand,
some see the traditional patterns as competing mechanisms that resist change and modernization,
generally minimize the role of women, and do not meet international standards of democratic
governance.

At the national level, the convening of a loya jirga, an assembly consisting of about 1,500
delegates from all over Afghanistan, has been used on several occasions. Under the constitution,
decisions of a loya jirga supersede decisions made under any other process, including cabinet
meetings or even elections. In the post-Taliban period, loya jirgas have been convened to endorse
Karzai’s leadership, to adopt a constitution, and to discuss a long-term defense relationship with
the United States. A special loya jirga, called a peace jirga was held on June 2-4, 2010, to review
government plans to offer incentives for insurgent fighters to end their armed struggle and rejoin
society. However, the constitution specifies who should be delegates at a loya jirga, and in the
absence of elected district councils (whose members are mandated to be included), the standing
of any loya jirga could be subject to question.

! Shura is the term used by non-Pashtuns to characterize the traditional assembly concept. Jirga is the Pashtun term.
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At the national level, Afghanistan had few, if any, Western-style democratic institutions prior to
the international intervention that took place after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United
States. Under the constitution of 1964, King Zahir Shah was to be a constitutional monarchy, and
an elected lower house and appointed upper house were set up. However, the parliament during
that era never reached the expectation of becoming a significant check on the King’s power or
that of President Mohammad Daoud, who took power in a 1973 military coup. Lower house
elections were held in 1969, but the parliament was suspended following the April 1978
Communist seizure of power. The elected institutions and the 2004 adoption of a constitution
were part of a post-Taliban transition roadmap established by a United Nations-sponsored
agreement of major Afghan factions signed in Bonn, Germany, on December 5, 2001, (“Bonn
Agreement”),” after the Taliban had fallen. Karzai is the first directly elected Afghan president.

Relations Among Ethnicities and Communities

Even though post-Taliban Afghanistan is modernizing politically and economically, patterns of
political affiliation by family, clan, tribe, village, ethnicity, region, and other relationships remain.
These patterns have been evident in every Afghan election since the fall of the Taliban. Most
candidates, including Karzai, have pursued campaign strategies designed primarily to assemble
blocs of ethnic and geographic votes, although some have also sought to advance specific new
programs and ideas. The traditional patterns have been even more pronounced in province-based
campaigns such as those for the provincial councils and the parliament. In these cases, electorates
(the eligible voters of a specific province) are small and candidates can easily appeal to clan and
familial relationships.

While Afghans continue to follow traditional patterns of affiliation, there has been a sense among
Afghans that their country now welcomes members of all political and ethnic groups and factions.
There have been very few incidents of ethnic-based violence since the fall of the Taliban, but
jealousies over relative economic and political positions of the different ethnic communities have
sporadically manifested as clashes or political disputes. As one prominent example, many
Pashtuns are said to be increasingly resentful of the Hazara Shiite minority (about 10% of the
population) that is advancing economically and politically through education; the Hazaras have
historically been looked down upon by the Pashtuns who have tended to employ Hazaras as
domestic workers and other lower and lower middle class occupations. Ethnic Pashtuns
(pronounced POSH-toons, sometimes referred to as Pathans—pah-TAHNS), as the largest single
ethnicity, have historically asserted a “right to rule.” Pashtuns are about 42% of the population
and, with few exceptions, have governed Afghanistan.

The sentiment of the “right to rule” is particularly strong among Pashtuns of the Durrani tribal
confederation, which predominates in the south and is a rival to the Ghilzai confederation, which
predominates in the east. On a few occasions, non-Pashtuns have ruled—one recent example was
the 1992-1996 presidency of the mujahedin government of Burhanuddin Rabbani, a Tajik. (Tajiks
are the second most numerous community, composing an estimated 25% of the population.
Uzbeks, like the Hazaras, are about 10%.)

Karzai is a Durrani Pashtun. His cabinet and inner advisory circle has come to be progressively
dominated by Pashtuns, both Ghilzai and Durrani, but to largely minimize the advisory input of

2 For text, see http://www.un.org/News/dh/latest/afghan/afghan-agree.htm.
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the other communities. However, Karzai is credited by some observers for consulting with other
communities, particularly the Tajiks, before issuing decrees or reaching decisions. The Taliban
government was and its insurgency is composed almost completely of Pashtuns. However, there
have been non-Pashtun rebel factions with given names such as “Tajik Taliban” to denote that
they are working against the Karzai government. A table on major Pashtun clans is provided
below (see Table 1), as is a map showing the distribution of Afghan ethnicities (see Figure 1).

Lack of Affiliation by Party

One major issue that connects post-Taliban and pre-Taliban Afghanistan is that there is little
overarching glue that holds Afghan factions together. The concept of nation is widely held, but
not as strongly as are traditional patterns of affiliation. There is a popular aversion to formal
“parties” as historically tools of neighboring powers—a perception stemming from the war
against the Soviet Union when seven mujahedin parties were funded by and considered tools of
outside parties. Some of these mujahedin parties remain, such as Hizb-e-Islam and Jamiat Islami,
discussed below. Prior to September 2009, when a new political parties law was adopted, there
were 110 registered political parties. However, a September 2009 law required the parties to re-
register, and only five completed the process by the time of the September 18, 2010,
parliamentary election.

Partly because parties are viewed with suspicion, President Hamid Karzai has not formed his own
party, but many of his supporters in the National Assembly (parliament) belong to a moderate
faction of the mostly Pashtun mujahedin-era party Hizb-e-Islam that is committed to working
within the political system. The is grouping was reduced somewhat by the results of the
September 18, 2010, parliamentary elections. The putative leader of this group is Minister of
Economy Abdul Hadi Arghandiwal. The speaker of the Wolesi Jirga (lower house of parliament)
selected in February 2011, Abdul Raouf Ibrahimi, is said to belong to this party, even though he is
an ethnic Uzbek (and Hezb-e-Islam is overwhelmingly Pashtun). A militant faction of Hizb-e-
Islam is loyal to pro-Taliban insurgent leader Gulbuddin Hikmatyar; it is called Hizb-e-Islam
Gulbuddin (HIG).

Other large parties that do exist, for example the Junbush Melli of Abdul Rashid Dostam, tend to
be identified with specific ethnic (in his case, Uzbeks) or sectarian factions, rather than
overarching themes. A party that includes many Tajiks is Jamiat Islami (Islamic Society), a party
that grouped Tajik leaders during the anti-Soviet war, although many Tajik leaders have gravitated
to broader groupings discussed later, such as the United Front and the Hope and Change
Movement. However, these are not “ethnic” parties per se, in that Article 35 of the Afghan
constitution bans parties based on ethnicity or religious sect. Some parties tend to be left wing,
such as the National United Party of Afghanistan.

It was hoped that post-Taliban Afghanistan would produce a substantial number of secular,
democratic parties. Some have formed, such as the Afghanistan Labour and Development Party,
the National Solidarity Party of Afghanistan’s Youth, the Republican Party, and the National
Congress Party of Afghanistan led by Abdul Latif Pedram. However, some believe that these
parties remain weak because the Single, Non-Transferable Vote (SNTV) system—in which each
voter casts a ballot for only one candidate—favors candidates running as independents rather than
as members of parties. Moreover, Western-style parties are generally identified by specific
ideologies, ideas, or ideals, while most Afghans, as discussed above, retain their traditional
affiliations. As a result, many of the parties that have been formed since the fall of the Taliban
have centered around personalities rather than broad idea-driven platforms.
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Post-Taliban Transition and Political Landscape

In implementing policy to stabilize Afghanistan—and particularly to prepare Afghanistan’s
government and military to take the lead from the international community—a U.S. priority has
been to increase the capabilities of and extend the authority of Afghanistan’s government. The
policy is predicated on the belief that ineffective and corrupt governance has caused some
Afghans to acquiesce to, or even support, Taliban insurgents as providers of security and impartial
justice. On the other hand, most Afghans perceive the Taliban as reliant on violence and
intimidation and as incapable of or uninterested in providing services; to most Afghans, it is not a
realistic alternative to the Afghan government.

To further clarify the distinction between the government’s positive role and the destructive effect
of the insurgency, since 2007, the U.S. and Afghan focus has been on reforming and reducing
corruption within the central government and on expanding local governance. Then-head of the
U.N. Assistance Mission Afghanistan (UNAMA) Kai Eide said in a departing news conference on
March 4, 2010, that improving governance and political processes are “indispensable” for
resolving the conflict in Afghanistan, and that U.S. and partner efforts have focused too much on
military approaches. Eide was succeeded by Staffan de Mistura in March 2010; his substantive
position on the issue is similar. The need to address continuing deficiencies in Afghan governance
has been repeatedly addressed in Administration reviews of Afghanistan strategy.’

Establishment of the Afghan Government Structure

The 2001 ouster of the Taliban government paved the way for the success of a long-stalled U.N.
effort to form a broad-based Afghan government and for the international community to help
Afghanistan build legitimate governing institutions. In the formation of the first post-Taliban
transition government, the United Nations was viewed as a credible mediator by all sides largely
because of its role in ending the Soviet occupation. During the 1990s, a succession of U.N.
mediators adopted many of former King Zahir Shah’s proposals for a government to be selected
by a traditional assembly, or loya jirga. However, U.N.-mediated cease-fires between warring
factions did not hold. Non-U.N. initiatives made little progress, particularly the “Six Plus Two”
multilateral contact group, which began meeting in 1997 (the United States, Russia, and the six
states bordering Afghanistan: Iran, China, Pakistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan).
Other failed efforts included a “Geneva group” (Italy, Germany, Iran, and the United States)
formed in 2000; an Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC) contact group; and prominent
Afghan exile efforts, including discussion groups launched by Hamid Karzai and his clan, former
mujahedin commander Abd al-Haq, and Zahir Shah (“Rome process”). The sections below
discuss the formation of the post-Taliban governing structure of Afghanistan.

Bonn Agreement

Immediately after the September 11 attacks, former U.N. mediator Lakhdar Brahimi was brought
back (he had resigned in frustration in October 1999). U.N. Security Council Resolution 1378
(November 14, 2001) called for a “central” role for the United Nations in establishing a
transitional administration and inviting member states to send peacekeeping forces to promote

? http:/documents.nytimes.com/the-obama-administrations-overview-on-afghanistan-and-pakistan.
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stability and aid delivery. After the fall of Kabul in November 2001, the United Nations invited
major Afghan factions, most prominently the Northern Alliance and that of the former King—but
not the Taliban—to an international conference in Bonn, Germany.

On December 5, 2001, the factions signed the “Bonn Agreement.” It was endorsed by U.N.
Security Council Resolution 1385 (December 6, 2001). The agreement was reportedly forged
with substantial Iranian diplomatic help because Iran had supported the military efforts of the
Northern Alliance faction and had leverage to persuade temporary caretaker Rabbani and the
Northern Alliance to cede the top leadership to Hamid Karzai as leader of an interim
administration. Other provisions of the agreement:

e authorized an international peace keeping force to maintain security in Kabul,
and Northern Alliance forces were directed to withdraw from the capital. Security
Council Resolution 1386 (December 20, 2001, and renewed yearly thereafter)
gave formal Security Council authorization for the international peacekeeping
force (International Security Assistance Force, ISAF);

o referred to the need to cooperate with the international community on counter
narcotics, crime, and terrorism; and

e applied the constitution of 1964 until a permanent constitution could be drafted.’

In December 2011, there will be an international conference on Afghanistan in Bonn, marking the
tenth anniversary since the 2001 Bonn Conference. The meeting will, in part, evaluate
governance progress in Afghanistan since the original convention.

Permanent Constitution/Presidential System and Powers

A June 2002 “emergency” loya jirga put a representative imprimatur on the transition; it was
attended by 1,550 delegates (including about 200 women). Subsequently, a 35-member
constitutional commission drafted the constitution, unveiling it in November 2003. It was debated
by 502 delegates, selected in U.N.-run caucuses, at a “constitutional loya jirga (CLJ)” during
December 13, 2003—January 4, 2004. The CLJ, chaired by Sibghatullah Mojadeddi (mentioned
above) ended with approval of the constitution with only minor changes.

The constitution set up a presidential system, with an elected president and a separately elected
National Assembly (parliament). The President serves a five year term, with a two term limit
(Article 62). There are two vice presidents. The constitution and election system (a two round
election if no majority is achieved in the first round) strongly favor the likelihood that an ethnic
Pashtun will be president of Afghanistan.

The president has broad powers under the constitution, including the power to appoint cabinet
ministers and members of the Supreme Court (subject to National Assembly confirmation),
provincial governors and district governors, as well as local security chiefs. The president is
commander-in-chief of the Afghan armed forces. The Tajik-dominated Northern Alliance failed in

* Text of Bonn agreement at http://www.ag-afghanistan.de/files/petersberg. htm.

5 The last pre-Karzai loya jirga that was widely recognized as legitimate was held in 1964 to ratify a constitution.
Najibullah convened a loya jirga in 1987 to approve pro-Moscow policies, but that gathering was widely viewed by
Afghans as illegitimate.
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its effort to set up a prime ministership (in which the elected parliament would select a prime
minister and a cabinet), but the faction did achieve some limitation to presidential powers by
assigning major authorities to the parliament, as discussed below. The Northern Alliance argued
for a prime ministerial system because that post would presumably be held by a Tajik or other
ethnic minority. In an outcome still debated, the opposition did not achieve the right of elected
provincial and district councils to choose their governors.

The constitution made former King Zahir Shah honorary “Father of the Nation,” a title that is not
heritable. Zahir Shah died on July 23, 2007.° It (Article 58) also sets up the Afghanistan
Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) to refer cases of human rights violations to
“the legal authorities.” (See further below on this commission.)

Karzai Elected in First Post-Taliban Presidential Elections in 2004

Security conditions precluded the holding of the first post-Taliban elections simultaneously. The
first election, for president, was held on October 9, 2004, missing a June constitutional deadline.
Turnout was about 80%. On November 3, 2004, Karzai was declared winner (55.4% of the vote)
over his 17 challengers on the first round, avoiding a runoff. Parliamentary and provincial council
elections were intended for April-May 2005 but were delayed until September 18, 2005. Because
of the difficulty in confirming voter registration rolls and determining district boundaries,
elections for the 364 district councils, each of which will likely have contentious boundaries
because they will inevitably separate tribes and clans, have not been held to date.

Karzai’s Leadership Style, His Advisers, and Staff

As president, Karzai is advised by what some observers believe is a narrow spectrum of Pashtuns
in the cabinet and in his presidential office. Karzai opponents assert that most of Karzai’s most
influential aides are Islamist, former members of the Hizb-e-Islam (Islamic Party) of radical
mujahedin leader Gulbuddin Hikmatyar, who support the idea of making significant concessions
to achieve reconciliation with Pakistan and the Taliban. An example is his former chief of staff, a
post that serves as key gatekeeper of access to Karzai. The official, Mohammad Umar Daudzai,
was known as an Islamic conservative; during the anti-Soviet war, he fought in the Pashtun
Islamist faction of Gulbuddin Hikmatyar and is said to be a skeptic of Western/U.S. influence
over Afghan decision making. On October 23, 2010, The New York Times asserted that he has
been the presidential office’s liaison with Iran for accepting the approximately $2 million per year
in Iranian assistance that is provided as cash. Karzai acknowledged this financial arrangement;
Daudzai was appointed Ambassador to Pakistan in April 2011. He was replaced by former
Minister of Information and Culture Abdul Karim Kurram, who is perceived as similar in outlook
to Daudzai. Another palace aide is minister-counselor Tajj Ayubi. A top communications aide,
Waheed Omar, resigned in August 2011, possibly because of the influence of Hizb-e-Islam
supporters on Karzai; he was replaced on an acting basis by Siamak Herawi.

The influences on Karzai in the palace are broader than Islamic conservatives. Karzai relies on
the advice of tribal and faction leaders from southern Afghanistan, such as Sher Mohammad
Akhunzadeh, the former governor of Helmand (until 2005). He also reportedly trusts well-
educated Westernized professionals such as his current Foreign Minister Zalmay Rasool and his

® Text of constitution at http://arabic.cnn.com/afghanistan/ConstitutionAfghanistan.pdf.
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National Security adviser Rangin Spanta, a Pashtun who was in the government during the Soviet
occupation era, was Foreign Minister during March 2006-February 2010, and is said to retain
some leftwing views. The National Security Council, headed by Spanta, is located in the
presidential palace complex and heavily populated by ethnic Pashtuns. Two other trusted NSC
officials (both Pashtuns) are first deputy NSC Adviser Ibrahim Spinzada (a Karzai brother-in-
law), and Shaida Mohammad Abdali, the second deputy NSC adviser.

An administrative unit that is attracting increasing international attention as a possible center of
policymaking is the General Administrative Office, also known as the Cabinet Secretariat.
However, some experts say that, particularly under its current head, a Hazara Shiite named
Mudabir, it is primarily administrative, and without any policy coordination role. It is a holdover
from the Communist era, and contains many longtime bureaucrats. During the 1990s it may have
had as many as 1,800 personnel, but has been trimmed during the Karzai era to about 700 staff
members. The operations of the unit are funded primarily by the United Kingdom.

Some observers assert that the apparatus around Karzai require improved focus and organization.
One idea that surfaced in 2009, and which some Afghans are again raising to help overcome
administrative bottlenecks in the palace, was to prod Karzai to create a new position akin to a
“chief administration officer.” Several potential officials reportedly negotiated with Karzai about
playing that role, including one of Karzai’s 2009 election challengers, Ashaf Ghani. Ghani was
not given this role but he has since advised Karzai on government reform and institution building
after reconciling with him in November 2009 (after the election was settled). Ghani was part of
Karzai’s advisory team during the January 28, 2010, London conference and the July 20, 2010,
Kabul conference that focused on how to improve Afghan governance, and he is now in charge of
managing the transition from the United States and NATO to Afghan lead.

National Assembly (Parliament) Formed: Structure and Powers

A National Assembly was reestablished in post-Taliban Afghanistan as the result of elections held
September 18, 2005. That election was based on a “Single Non-Transferable Vote” System;
candidates stood as individuals, not part of a party list. Voting was for one candidate only,
although the number of representatives varied by province, ranging from 2 (Panjshir Province) to
33 (Kabul Province). Herat has 17; Nangahar, 14; Qandahar, Balkh, and Ghazni, 11 seats each.

It is the National Assembly that has been the key formal institution for non-Pashtuns and political
independents to express political opposition to and to exert influence on Karzai. The Assembly
has been set up by the constitution as a relatively powerful body that can check the powers of the
president—an outcome selected as an alternative to a prime ministerial system. It consists of a
249 all-elected lower house (Wolesi Jirga, House of the People) and a selected 102 seat upper
house (Meshrano Jirga, House of Elders). The upper house is selected as follows: one-third, or 34
seats, appointed by the president (for a five-year term); one-third appointed by the elected
provincial councils (four-year term), and one-third appointed by elected district councils (for a
three-year term). Of the president’s appointments, half (17) are mandated to be women. In the
absence of elected district councils, two-thirds of the body is selected by the provincial councils
for four year terms. The lower house is mandated to be at least 28% female (68 persons)—an
average of two for each of the 34 provinces.

The lower house has the power to vote no-confidence against ministers (Article 92)—based on a
proposal by 10% of the lower house membership, or 25 parliamentarians. Both the upper and
lower houses are required to pass laws. Under Article 98 of the constitution, the national budget is
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taken up by the Meshrano Jirga first and then passed to the Wolesi Jirga for its consideration.
Both houses of parliament, whose budgets are controlled by the Ministry of Finance, are staffed
by about 275 Afghans, reporting to a “secretariat.” There are 18 oversight committees, a research
unit, and a library.

After the National Assembly was inaugurated on December 19, 2005, it immediately
demonstrated institutional strength. In March 2006, it achieved a vote to require Karzai’s cabinet
to be approved individually, rather than en bloc, increasing opposition leverage. However, Karzai
rallied his support and all but 5 of the 25 nominees were confirmed. In May 2006, the opposition
within the Assembly compelled Karzai to change the nine-member Supreme Court, the highest
judicial body, including ousting 74-year-old Islamic conservative Fazl Hadi Shinwari as chief
justice. The proximate justification for the ouster was Shinwari’s age, which was beyond the
official retirement age of 65. (Shinwari later went on to head the Ulema Council, Afghanistan’s
highest religious body before his death in 2011.) The Assembly approved Karzai’s subsequent
court choices in July 2006, all of whom are trained in modern jurisprudence.

The process of confirming Karzai’s second-term cabinet—in which many of Karzai’s nominees
were voted down in several nomination rounds during 2010—demonstrates that the Assembly is
an increasingly strong institution that is pressing for honest, competent governance. These
principles are advocated most insistently, although not exclusively, by the younger, more
technocratic independent bloc in the lower house.

Cross-Cutting Ethnic and Political Rivalries

As discussed above, many intersecting trends—including ethnicity, tribal affiliation, geography,
economic interests, and ideologies—determine politics in Afghanistan. Although they largely
accept that a Pashtun is most likely to hold the top slot in the Afghan government, non-Pashtuns
insist on being and are represented at high levels of the central government. Ethnic minorities
have demanded, and have achieved, a large measure of control over how government programs
are implemented in their geographic regions. Although Karzai has the power to appoint provincial
and district governors, in practice he has not appointed governors of a different ethnicity than the
majority of residents of particular provinces and districts. The Independent Directorate of Local
Governance (IDLG, which recommends to the presidential palace local appointments) often
consults notables of a province on local appointments. This section discusses the political
landscape in Afghanistan that often explains why certain U.S.-led initiatives either succeed or fail.

Karzai’s Allies in the National Assembly

In addition to his allies in the presidential palace and the government writ large, Karzai has about
60-70 core supporters, mostly but not exclusively Pashtuns, in the Wolesi Jirga. Karzai and his
aides hoped to but failed to increase the president’s support base in the September 18, 2010,
elections, but instead the results caused Karzai’s base to shrink by about 20 deputies as compared
to his support in the 2006-2011 lower house. Of his lower house supporters, about half are former
members of the conservative Pashtun-based Hizb-e-Islam party (the same party as that headed by
insurgent leader Gulbuddin Hikmatyar). Others in Karzai’s camp in the lower house are followers
of Abd-i-Rab Rasul Sayyaf, a prominent Pashtun, Islamic conservative mujahedin era party
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leader.” As a result, Karzai was unable to engineer the selection of Sayyaf to become lower house
speaker in 2011, displacing Yunus Qanooni (Tajik). Neither Sayyaf nor Qanooni was unable to
obtain enough votes to become speaker, instead losing to a compromise candidate, Abdul Raouf
Ibrahimi, who is perceived as weak, and his selection might be temporary.

Several of Karzai’s supporters in parliament are from Qandahar, Karzai’s home province, and
from Helmand province. For example, one pro-Karzai Pashtun who was reelected in the 2010
elections is former militia leader Hazrat Ali (Nangarhar Province), who led the Afghan
component of the failed assault on Osama bin Laden’s purported redoubt at Tora Bora in
December 2001. On the other hand, the 2010 elections resulted in the loss in parliament of Karzai
cousin Jamil Karzai, and Pacha Khan Zadran (Paktia) who, by some accounts, helped Osama bin
Laden escape Tora Bora. A key Karzai brother, discussed further below, is Ahmad Wali Karzai
(chair of the Qandahar provincial council), who was assassinated on July 12, 2011. .

The Opposition: Dr. Abdullah and His Lower House Supporters

Broadly, the political opposition to Karzai (putting aside Taliban and other insurgents) consists
mainly of ethnic minorities (Tajik, Uzbek, and Hazara) who, during the Taliban period (1996-
2001), formed an anti-Taliban coalition called the “Northern Alliance.” Since the ousting of the
Taliban, leaders of these groups have long advocated amending the constitution to give more
power to parliament and to empower the elected provincial councils (instead of the president) to
select governors and mayors. Such steps would ensure maximum autonomy from Kabul for non-
Pashtun areas, and serve as a check and balance on Pashtun dominance of the central government.
On the other hand, these factions have differences among themselves that has rendered them
relatively ineffective as an opposition to Karzai. Many “opposition” figures have often joined
Karzai’s government or worked with him on certain issues.

The overall “leader of the opposition” is former Foreign Minister Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, who is
about 51 years old and whose mother is Tajik and father is Pashtun. His identity as a key aide to
the slain Tajik mujahedin commander Ahmad Shah Masoud causes him to be identified politically
as a Tajik. He was dismissed from his Foreign Minister post by Karzai in a March 2006 cabinet
reshuffle and he now heads a private foundation named after Masoud. He emerged as
Afghanistan’s opposition leader after his unsuccessful challenge against Karzai for president in
the August 2009 election in which widespread fraud was demonstrated. He is not in parliament
but he works to promote his agenda through public statements, in direct meetings with Karzai,
and through allies in the lower house, as discussed below. He visited Washington, DC, one week
after Karzai’s May 10-14, 2010, visit, criticizing Karzai’s governance at various think tanks and
in a meeting with the State Department. He visited Washington, DC, again in April 2011 and held
several meetings with the Obama Administration, while using several think-tank appearances to
criticize Afghan governance under Karzai.

7 Sayyaf led the Ittihad Islami (Islamic Union) mujahedin party during the war against the Soviet occupation.

Congressional Research Service 9



Afghanistan: Politics, Elections, and Government Performance

Hamid Karzai, President of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan

Hamid Karzai, born December 24, 1957, was selected to lead Afghanistan at the Bonn Conference because he was a
prominent Pashtun leader who had been involved in Taliban-era political talks among exiled Afghans and was viewed
as a compromiser rather than a “strongman.” However, some observers consider his compromises as Afghanistan’s
leader a sign of weakness and criticize him for indulging members of his clan and other allies with appointments. His
term expires in 2014 and is constitutionally barred from running again, and he told parliamentarians in August 2014
that he would abide by the constitutional requirement to step down at that time.

From Karz village in Qandahar Province, Karzai has led the powerful Popolzai tribe of Durrani Pashtuns since 1999,
when his father was assassinated, allegedly by Taliban agents, in Quetta, Pakistan. Karzai’s grandfather was head of the
consultative National Council during King Zahir Shah’s reign. He attended university in India and supported the
mujahdin party of Sibghatullah Mojadeddi (still a very close ally) during the anti-Soviet war. He was deputy foreign
minister in the mujahidin government of Rabbani during 1992-1995, but he left the government and supported the
Taliban as a Pashtun alternative to Rabbani. He broke with the Taliban as its excesses unfolded and forged alliances
with other anti-Taliban factions, including the Northern Alliance. Karzai entered Afghanistan after the September | |
attacks to organize Pashtun resistance to the Taliban, supported by U.S. Special Forces. He became central to U.S.
efforts after Pashtun commander Abdul Haq entered Afghanistan in October 2001 without U.S. support and was
captured and hung by the Taliban. Karzai was slightly injured by an errant U.S. bomb in late 2001.

With heavy protection, Karzai has survived several assassination attempts since taking office, including rocket fire or
gunfire at or near his appearances. His wife, Dr. Zenat Karzai, is a gynecologist by profession. They have been married
about || years and have a son, Mirwais, born in 2008. He has consistently denied allegations by unnamed U.S. and
other officials that he is taking mood altering medications.

His half brother, Ahmad Wali Karzai, was the most powerful political figure in Qandahar Province until his
assassination on July 12, 201 |. He was key to President Karzai’s information network in Qandahar. Ahmad Wali was
widely accused of involvement in or tolerating narcotics trafficking, but reportedly also was a paid informant for the
CIA; some of his property has been used by U.S. Special Forces. Earlier, Ahmad Wali was the apparent target of at
least two bombings in Qandahar in 2009. Karzai’s other brothers have lived in the United States, including Qayyum
Karzai, who won a parliament seat in the September 2005 election but resigned in October 2008 for health reasons.
Another brother, Mahmoud Karzai, is reportedly under U.S. Justice Department investigation — a grand jury
reportedly met in February 2011 to consider various charges against him. He has wide business interests in Qandahar
and Kabul, including auto dealerships, a coal mine, a cement factory, apartment houses, and a stake in Kabul Bank,
which nearly collapsed in September 2010. Other Karzai relatives have profited extensively from international
contracts, including a $2.2 billion U.S. “Host Nation Trucking” contract. The United States banned contracts to one
such firm, Watan Risk Management, as of January 6, 201 |; the firm is co-owned by two Karzai cousins Ahmad and
Rashid Popal.

U.S.-Karzai Relations

During 2010, Obama Administration criticism of the shortcomings of the Karzai government, particularly its
corruption, caused substantial frictions in U.S.-Karzai relations. Karzai’s frustrations at what he sees as U.S. and
international pressure on him to reform emerged in his comments throughout 2010, including on April I, 2010, and
April 4, 2010. In those and other comments, Karzai expressed frustration with what he saw as international meddling
in the August 20, 2009, presidential election and, more generally, subordination to the decisions of international
donors. The April 4, 2010, comments suggested that Western meddling in Afghanistan was fueling support for the
Taliban as a legitimate resistance to foreign occupation8 and nearly derailed the May 10-14, 2010, Karzai visit to
Washington, DC. Another rift emerged in May — June 201 | on the issue of civilian casualties caused by NATO
operations. At each downturn in the relationship, top Administration officials have sought restore the relationship.?
While Karzai is said to be close to General David Petraeus, Karzai’s relations with then Ambassador Eikenberry, were
widely assessed as severely strained. Relations are expected to improve now that Ambassador Ryan Crocker
(nominated in April 201 | as Ambassador to Afghanistan and confirmed on June 29. 201 1) has arrived.

Source: CRS.

¥ An exact English translation of his April 4 comments, in which he purportedly said that even he might consider
joining the Taliban if U.S. pressure on him continues, is not available.

? Dreazen, Yochi, and Sarah Lynch. “U.S. Seeks to Repair Karzai Tie.” Wall Street Journal, April 12, 2010.

Congressional Research Service 10



Afghanistan: Politics, Elections, and Government Performance

The pro-Abdullah/anti-Karzai bloc in parliament has gone through several iterations. During
2007-2009, the bloc called itself the United Front (UF), although some accounts refer to it as the
“National Front” or “United National Front.” It was formed in April 2007 by then Wolesi Jirga
speaker Yunus Qanooni (Karzai’s main challenger in the 2004 presidential election) and former
Afghan President Burhanuddin Rabbani (both also prominent ethnic Tajik Northern Alliance
figures and other former associates of the legendary mujahedin commander Ahmad Shah
Masood). Rabbani, who served as President during the mujahedin government (1992-96), remains
titular head of the mujahedin party to which Masoud belonged—Jamiat Islami, or Islamic
Society. However, politically, he has been largely displaced by younger Tajik leaders such as Dr.
Abdullah and Qanooni. The United Front included some Pashtuns, such as Soviet-occupation era
security figures Sayed Muhammad Gulabzoi and Nur ul-Haq Ulumi (who was not reelected in the
September 18, 2010, election).

The United Front bloc underwent changes during 2009-2010 as Abdullah emerged as a national
opposition figure, and Rabbani and other Northern Alliance figures reached accommodations with
Karzai. In late May 2010, Abdullah created a formal, national democratic opposition organization
called the “Hope and Change Movement.” Running in the September 18, 2010, elections under
that name, Abdullah supporters sought to increase their numbers in the new Assembly and hold a
commanding position that would enable them to block Karzai initiatives or achieve passage of its
own alternative proposals. The 2010 elections results suggest this objective was not achieved, and
the number of Abdullah supporters is roughly the same as it was in the previous Assembly - about
60 supporters. This is also a bloc similar in size to Karzai’s core support base. Still, as noted,
Qanooni unsuccessfully sought reelection as lower house speaker in February 2011.

Some Tajik and other figures outside the Assembly are, if not challenging Abdullah for opposition
leadership, at least emerging as strong voices. The issue that may be galvanizing them is the
concept of a peace agreement with the Taliban. The Tajik and other ethnic minority leaders fear
that Karzai’s plans will increase the Pashtun predominance in government and lead to
marginalization of the Tajiks and other non-Pashtun minorities. In June 2011, several key
Northern Alliance leaders joined with former Vice President Ahmad Zia Masud to announce a
new opposition—centered around this issue. Even before this new opposition was formed,
Masud, as well as ousted intelligence leader Amrollah Saleh (see below) were increasingly
outspoken against a potential conflict settlement that they fear will give Taliban figures or
Pakistan enhanced influence. Dr. Abdullah is perceived as sympathetic to this new alliance, but he
apparently did not play a key public role in forming it. The view of this grouping against
compromise with the Taliban was haredened by the killing in June 2011 of a key Tajik security
figure, Gen. Daud Daud, at a bombing in normally quiet Takhar Province.

In part to mollify this ethnic unrest on this issue, in September 2010 Karzai appointed a 70-
member broad based High Peace Council that would oversee any negotiations with Taliban
leaders. Rabbani, the most senior Tajik faction leader, was appointed Council chairman on
October 10, 2010. This Karzai strategy of giving high level appointments to his critics has, to
date, proved successful in keeping his opposition divided and off balance.

Influence of “Independents”

Karzai and Abdullah compete for the support of the “independents” in the political elite, both
within the National Assembly and other institutions. Among them are a number of outspoken
women, intellectuals, and business leaders. Of the independents that were present in the 2005-
2010 parliament, one, the 43-year-old Malalai Joya (Farah Province), was a leading critic of war-
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era faction leaders. In May 2007 the lower house voted to suspend her for this criticism for the
duration of her term and she did not seek reelection in 2010. Others in this independent camp
have included Ms. Fauzia Gailani (Herat Province, not returned to parliament); Ms. Shukria
Barekzai, editor of Woman Mirror magazine and possible presidential candidate in 2014 (not
returned); and Mr. Ramazan Bashardost, a former Karzai minister who champions parliamentary
powers and has established a “complaints tent” near the parliament building to highlight and
combat official corruption. (He ran for president in the 2009 elections on an anti-corruption
platform and drew an unexpectedly large amount of votes.) Bashardost was returned to
parliament in the September 2010 election. U.S.-based International Republican Institute (IRI)
has helped train the independents; the National Democratic Institute (NDI) has assisted the more
established factions.

Some other leading independents are present in the 2011-2015 lower house. They include Rafiq
Shahir from Herat, a well-known civil-society activist; Dr. Saleh Seljuki; and Ahmad Behzad (all
from Herat). Other independents reelected include Shakiba Hashemi and Khalid Pashtun, both
from Qandahar. Ms. Fawzia Koofi, at one time a deputy lower house speaker, also remains in the
Assembly and she continues to represent an outspoken leader on women’s rights and human
rights more generally. Dr. Roshanak Wardak was not reelected, but he is expected to remain
active publicly.

Karzai Support Significant in the Upper House

Karzai has relatively fewer critics in the 102-seat Meshrano Jirga (House of Elder, upper house),
partly because of his bloc of 34 appointments (one-third of that body). In 2005, he engineered the
appointment of an ally as speaker: Sibghatullah Mojadeddi, a noted Islamic scholar and former
mujahedin party leader (Afghanistan National Liberation Front, ANLF), who headed the post-
Communist mujahedin government for one month (May 1992). Mojadeddi resigned in February
2010 and was replaced by another Karzai ally, then deputy speaker Fazl Hadi MuslimYaar.

Because it is composed of more elderly, established, notable Afghans who are traditionalist in
their political outlook, the Meshrano Jirga has tended to be more Islamist conservative than the
lower house, advocating a legal system that accords with Islamic law, and restrictions on press
and Westernized media broadcasts. As an example of the upper house’s greater support for
Karzai, it voted on April 3, 2010, not to act on the election decree that the lower house had
rejected on March 31, 2010, meaning that the decree applied to the September 18 parliamentary
election.

Karzai also has used his bloc of appointments to the upper house to co-opt potential antagonists
or reward his friends. In 2006, he appointed Northern Alliance military leader Muhammad Fahim
to the upper body, perhaps to compensate for his removal as defense minister, although he
resigned after a few months and later joined the UF. (He was Karzai’s primary running mate in
the 2009 elections and is now first vice president.) In 2006, Karzai also named a key ally, former
Helmand governor Sher Mohammad Akhunzadeh, to the body.

Karzai was scheduled to make his 34 new upper house appointments (five year terms) prior to the
January 26, 2011, seating of the new parliament. However, Karzai delayed naming his choices
while the 2010 election remained in dispute. Because two thirds of the body serve four-year
terms—and the provincial councils that were elected in 2009 were able to appoint their 68
members of the upper house—the body continued to operate even though Karzai had not
submitted his 34 appointments. On January 27, 2011, the body reaffirmed Muslim Yaar as upper
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house speaker. On February 19, 2011, Karzai made his 34 selections, reappointing 18 incumbents
and appointing 16 new members to the body. In line with the constitution, 17 of Karzai’s
appointments are women.

Ethnic and Factional Cooperation in the Security Sector

The security organs are considered an arena where Pashtuns, Tajiks, and others, of all factional
affiliations, have worked together relatively well. The National Directorate for Security (NDS, the
intelligence directorate) was headed by a non-Pashtun (Amrollah Saleh, a Tajik) during 2006-
2010, although he was dismissed on June 6, 2010, by Karzai for disagreements over whether and
how to engage insurgent leaders in political settlement negotiations. He was replaced by a
Pashtun, Rehmat Nabil, who has no previous intelligence experience but is perceived as more
consultative than was Saleh. Still, he inherited a service dominated by Tajiks (although some left
when Saleh was ousted) and by a mix of personnel that served during the Soviet occupation era
(the service was then called Khad), and in the mujahedin government of 1992-1996. During
2002-2007, the Central Intelligence Agency reportedly paid for all of the NDS budget."

Perhaps to preserve the tradition of ethnic balance in the security sector of government, the chief
of staff of the Afghan National Army, Bismillah Khan (a Tajik), was named interior minister on
June 26, 2010. He replaced Mohammad Hanif Atmar, a Pashtun, who was fired the same day and
on roughly the same grounds as Saleh. By all accounts, Khan is widely respected, even among
Pashtuns. The security ministries tend to have key deputies who are of a different ethnicity than
the minister or top official.

Some observers take a different view, asserting that Tajiks continue to control many of the
command ranks of the Afghan security institutions, giving Pashtuns only a veneer of control of
these organizations. U.S. commanders in Afghanistan say