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Like every other country in the world, Afghanistan has also been affected by the
Corona virus also known as COVID-19. On March 22, Afghanistan reported its first
fatality in the Balkh province.' This was followed by a second fatality in Herat.
Within a span of a week, the total number of cases had reached 174, a majority
among them individuals returning from Iran.> Moreover, there have been reports
that around 40 members of President Ashraf Ghani’s staff have been infected by

the Corona virus.?

As of April 25, 2020, the total number of confirmed COVID-19 cases stands at 1,463." According to
the Afghan Ministry of Health, 47 people have died due to the virus, while 188 have recovered.’
However, there are concerns that the number of actual cases is much higher, since there are limited
testing available and poor health facilities including a lack of ventilators. The current state of affairs
in Afghanistan is already marked by political uncertainty — there is the ongoing Ghani-Abdullah feud,

the continuing hostility between the Taliban and Kabul despite the US-Taliban peace deal signed in
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February 2020, as well as weak institutions and an extremely fragile economy. This makes dealing
with the virus all the more cumbersome. Afghanistan’s already weak health ministry is struggling to
deal with COVID-19, and even as the World Health Organization (WHO) has given 1,500 testing kits,
the country possesses only two laboratories that can provide credible results.® Moreover, decades of
conflict have led to a neglect of the health sector, which is evident from the fact that according to

official figures, only 300 ventilators are available in the country.’

President Ghani has allocated $25 million to fight COVID-19, and the major portion of this would be
spent on the worst hit province, namely Herat.® However, the governor of Herat, Abdul Quayom
Rahimi laments that only $130,000 has been received.’ Hence, President Ghani needs to move away
from vying for power, and instead focus on preventing the spread of the virus, as the Taliban have
been doing. In fact the group has initiated an anti-corona virus campaign,® raising public awareness,
in particular by focusing on returnees from Iran, as well as distributing leaflets, soap bars, and hand
sanitizers to the public.'’ Moreover, they agreed to a ceasefire in areas under their control hit by
the outbreak, and guarantee the security of health and aid workers offering assistance to prevent

the spread of the virus.™

Interestingly, the Taliban appear to have come out as the most responsible actor, be it towards
addressing the Corona virus or their commitment to the peace agreement and future of Afghanistan.
Recognizing the Taliban’s commitment, Secretary Pompeo said that in contrast to the Afghan
government, the Taliban were keeping their end of the peace deal by working towards the reduction
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of violence and delivering their team to the ultimate negotiations.””” Such a move by the Taliban

adds credence to their repeated avowals that they are not interested in petty power politics or
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fighting for a position in power, but rather unlike the Afghan political leadership, they are only

interested in helping the people of their country.

On March 9, 2020, Taliban spokesman, Zabiullah Mujahid stated that the group wanted both Ghani
and Abdullah to move beyond internal disagreements, forgo their inaugurations and instead focus
on peace and intra-Afghan talks. However, this clearly does not seem to be the case since the
political vendetta continues.™ The COVID-19 pandemic could not have come at a worst time, since it
finds a political setup that is neither prepared nor willing to work together to solve a national

emergency of this extent.

The current uncertainty and ongoing pandemic has also led to a further delay in the highly
anticipated intra-Afghan talks between Kabul and the Taliban. These were scheduled for March 10,
2020 before which both sides had to complete a prisoner swap as part of the US-Taliban peace deal
signed on February 29, 2020. According to this treaty, Kabul had to release 5,000 Taliban prisoners,
in return for the release of 1,000 government personnel by the Taliban. However, an initial delay in
the release of prisoners due to new conditions set by Ghani has led to a delay in the intra-Afghan

talks. °

Despite hurdles, in April 2020, both sides agreed to go ahead with a prisoner swap, in which Kabul
released 100 Taliban prisoners, while 20 prisoners of the Afghan government were released.' Since
then, Kabul has released 432 Taliban prisoners while the Taliban have released 60 government

1. This has paved the way for some optimism regarding intra-Afghan talks, but there is still

personne
a long way to go regarding a complete implementation of the peace deal. The ongoing clashes
between the Taliban and Afghan forces could, for instance, jeopardize hopes for further steps
towards peace. Since the signing of the peace deal, the Taliban have ceased attacks against
international forces, but continued to attack Afghan security forces, under the premise that the deal
was signed with the US, and hence, international forces would not be targeted. However, their logic

or rationale for violence against government forces is flawed — all hostilities must be ceased, since

violent attacks cannot be justified and Kabul has to be accepted as an equal partner. If the Taliban
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can accept the US — the same country that invaded Afghanistan, they should also be ready to accept

the Afghan government.

In this regard, the US being a major stakeholder also needs to intervene and put pressure on all sides
to deliver their part of the agreement. For the Taliban, the cessation of all hostilities against every
stakeholder needs to be the primary concern. This has however proven to be difficult. The US had
initially tried to intervene and convince both Ghani and Abdullah to reach a political compromise
and work towards a unified government. Its role has also not met with much success. Secretary
Pompeo had stated that, “the US is disappointed in them and what their conduct means for
Afghanistan and our shared interests....their failure has harmed U.-Afghan relations and, sadly,
dishonors those Afghan, Americans, and coalition partners who have sacrificed their lives and
treasure in the struggle to build a new future for this country.”*® He further said that the US would
be cutting aid by $1 billion in 2020, (which is about 20% of US aid for Afghanistan), and an additional

$1 billion in 2021," in addition to withdrawing all foreign forces.

Despite all this, the two political opponents in Afghanistan vying for the country’s top political job
both seem to be adamant. In fact, President Ghani in a televised address stated that while his
administration would try to satisfy the US through talks and negotiations, the cut in US funding,
amounting to 5% of Afghanistan’s GDP, would not have a direct bearing on Afghanistan. > However,
he conveniently fails to recall that in 2018, he categorically noted that without US support the
Afghan government along with the Afghan National Army would collapse in six months.?! Hence, this
is the time for Ghani to take ownership of the situation and assume the role of a true leader. In fact,
he has a unique opportunity to showcase himself as a great and credible leader, take others on
board and work together with his peers and other stakeholders for the future of the country, instead

of indulging in bickering for personal gains.

The US must convince all sides to reach a workable compromise in which all are accommodated
because if this political feud is not sorted out it could very well lead to civil unrest jeopardizing any

hope of stability. It could also lead to widespread civil unrest, compromise the peace agreement,
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and allow terrorist groups to take advantage of the situation. One way to prevent such an
eventuality is to push for a continuation of the previous Government of national unity, which despite
its lack of unity could at least accommodate both men and hence possibly lead towards an
implementation of the peace agreement with the Taliban. Another option could be an inclusive
interim set up — a idea that was largely supported by all the different Afghan political factions in the
Moscow talks (2018), including the Taliban, Ghani, Abdullah, and other prominent political leaders.
The timeline of such a government could be determined by the stakeholders based on its

performance.

Afghanistan has suffered for decades from war, political instability, and corruption. This new
challenge of COVID-19 is a huge test for the political leadership of the country, and an opportunity
for Afghans to come together, accommodate each other and take a chance on peace. Instead of
indulging in petty politics, the Taliban and Kabul should work together to overcome the challenge of
COVID-19 and serve the people of Afghanistan collectively. This is perhaps not a choice, but a

necessity brought about by the pandemic.
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