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The Center for Afghanistan Middle East and Africa (CAMEA) at the Institute of Strategic
Studies (ISSI) in collaboration with the Sofia Security Forum, South East European Centre For
Asia-Pacific Studies (SEECAPS) and the Embassy of Pakistan in Bulgaria held an online
discussion titled Security Implications of Developments In Afghanistan — Views From Europe
And Pakistan.

The opening remarks were given by Ambassador Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry, Director General
ISSI, who stated that it is necessary to get all the perspectives on Afghanistan. He further said
that no country is more affected than Pakistan and that Pakistan has suffered for more than four
decades and has also hosted refugees. He further said that the region and particularly Pakistan
has suffered due to the lack of peace in Afghanistan. Mr. Yordan Bozhilov, President of Sophia
Security Forum also stated that the EU and Pakistan are the main stakeholders in the region. H.E
Ms Mariam Aftab, Ambassador of Pakistan in Bulgaria, in her welcome remarks said that such
interactions help build bridges between scholars and stakeholders. Ms. Elena Atanasova-
Cornelis, Founding Member of SEECAPS stated that the relevance of Afghanistan for the EU
cannot be denied at this importance juncture.

The first session, “Dynamics in the South and Central Asia region. Factors, trends and directions
of likely future developments in the region” was moderated by Mr. Yordan Bozhilov, President

of Sofia Security Forum. The first session had two discussants.

Speaking on the topic, Mr. Plamen Tonchev, MERICS European China Policy Fellow and Head
of Asia Unit, Institute of International Economic Relations (1IER), Greece, Executive Director of
SEECAPS was of the view that the trillion dollar question is what next in Afghanistan and where
the situation in the country heading and what will the international community and Afghanistan’s
neighboring countries going to do about it. He further said that two key factors which determine
a country’s attitude to engage in Afghanistan are geographical proximity and willingness to
engage with the Taliban and to what extent these countries are accepted by the Taliban.
Moreover, he said a primary concern is that an unstable Afghanistan will bring about a surge in
refugees and the resulting threats. While there are objections within the EU, it has become clear
that the EU is reopening its diplomatic mission in Kabul in the coming month; however

engagement with the Taliban is expected to remain limited. The EU will find it difficult to offer
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international recognition to the Taliban today because it cannot by pass its institutional

constraints he further said.

Ambassador Asif Durrani, Former Ambassador of Pakistan to Iran, while shedding light on the
topic stated that challenges in Afghanistan are becoming more serious with the advent of winters
in Afghanistan and that we have to prioritize the problems as ten years ago there was no presence
of Daesh in the country, but now with their presence, the situation is more challenging and
dangerous. He further said that the US has to fulfill its obligations and delist the Taliban from the
1267 sanctions regime. Moreover, he said that the set up in Afghanistan should be inclusive and
since international community has frozen 9.5 million dollars of funds, this will result in creating
a catastrophic situation in Afghanistan. He said that the humanitarian crises in Afghanistan are

one of the foremost challenges.

The second session, “Current Set-Up in Afghanistan — Role of Pakistan & Other Regional
Actors,” had two discussants. Mr. Krzysztof Iwanek, Contributor to "The Diplomat”, Warsaw,
Poland, while expressing his views talked about Pakistan’s past role in Afghanistan and its
possible involvement with Taliban in the future. According to Mr. lwanek, Pakistan has played
an instrumental role in getting the Taliban into power in Afghanistan, by providing assistance to
them for years. He said now that the Taliban have taken over Kabul, Pakistan’s relationship with
most countries shall transform in a good way, with a few challenges. Furthermore, Pakistan may
also help the Taliban regime in the near future by providing technological and economic
assistance. Although Pakistan’s capacity to help is not huge, it can convince other states to
provide assistance to the Taliban regime. He further said that Pakistan can play a key role in
helping the Taliban gain international recognition. He also pointed out that the TTP will be
labeled as an internal problem for Pakistan by the Taliban regime and Pakistan shall not receive
any assistance from the group in this regard. Moreover, now that the Taliban are in power, they
shall be free from Pakistan’s influence and another area of concern for regional countries

including Pakistan is the expected refugee flux from Afghanistan.

Speaking on the topic, Ms. Amina Khan, Director Centre for Afghanistan, Middle East & Africa
(CAMEA), Islamabad spoke about the overall situation in Afghanistan, and said that while a lot

is being said about Pakistan's role which is perhaps not surprising considering the fact that Pak
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has become a convenient scapegoat, Pakistan's relationship with the Taliban has been known, so
has its stance which has remained consistent. Since 2001, Pakistan has been calling for a
political solution to the conflict which includes the Taliban as a major component. She said that
it is unfortunate that it has taken more than two decades of bloodshed, countless lives and wasted
resources for the US to realize this. Pakistan has a relationship with the Taliban as do a number
of countries within and outside the region. The Taliban have evolved and learnt the art of
diplomacy where they have been extensively engaging with the international community which
entails de -facto recognition moreover, the group has other sources of support. In fact if anything,
the US legitimized the Taliban by signing the Doha agreement in the absence of Kabul and by
announcing their withdrawal without getting anything substantial in return from the Taliban this
emboldened the group. It is imperative that the international community remains engaged and
provides much needed aid and assistance instead of shifting the onus, Afghanistan must be

viewed as a collective responsibility she stated.

The third and last session titled, “Policies of the EU and Pakistan towards Afghanistan and the
wider region,” had two speakers. The first speaker, Ms. Barbara Kelemen, Research Fellow at
the Central European Institute of Asian Studies (CEIAS) was of the view that the Chinese
strategy for a long time has been to use the economic aspect to stabilize a country. She further
said that China has interests in Afghanistan that are deeply tied to security and strategy. In this
regard, China can help stabilize the country by using economic means. In strategic aspect, there
is a history of Chinese engagement due to the close geographic proximity of China and
Afghanistan. Talking about the security aspect, she said that border sharing and the history of
militant groups plays an important role in shaping China’s interest in Afghanistan, especially
when considering the Uyghur issue. China’s interests have been more prominent in the past 8
years and many important projects can be initiated by China in Afghanistan, involve
connectivity, infrastructure, export and minerals. She also said that exports projects are hindered
due to issues in supply chains and delivery problems and the ability to deliver on minerals
development projects is low, and hence, many projects have been stalled for several years. In
addition, she highlighted the security concern of China and the Economic feasibility of the future

projects as perceived by China.
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The last speaker of the third session, Dr Talat Shabbir, Director China Pakistan Study Center
(CPSC), Institute of Strategic Studies, Islamabad, while expressing his views stated that the BRI
(Belt and Road Initiative) is an ambitious project of China and is one among many. He also said
that its effectiveness can be enhanced if the scope of connectivity that it offers is interpreted in a
holistic way. BRI is a highly flexible arrangement with major projects in energy, infrastructure
and transport sector, he stated. Moreover, he said that China being the global economic power is
one of the prominent investors in Eurasia; therefore this deep engagement allows Beijing to
make various connectivity routes passing from South Asia to Central Asia, Russia and Europe.
Therefore, if peace and stability prevail in Afghanistan, the benefits of economic connectivity
will multiply and that is why peace in the region and specifically in Afghanistan is of utmost
importance. He further explained that The origins of Eurasian Land Bridge were market-driven
in response to demands of lead firms in Eurasian value chains. The rail services are consistent
with EU and Chinese hopes for improved connectivity, reflected in major foreign economic
policy announcements by the Chinese President and by the European Commission. The resulting
connectivity is likely to survive any bilateral political debacles because the economic foundation
is strong, he concluded.

The discussion was followed by an interactive question and answer session.

While answering a question about the recognition of Taliban causing a possible increase in
radicalization, Ms. Amina Khan said that engagement with the Taliban is more important than
recognition which is, in fact, de-facto recognition of the group. She further said that the mistakes
of the past must not be repeated in order to avoid the creation of an undesirable situation. She
also said that it is important to note that the Taliban have not really been in power and they are
still trying to consolidate themselves in order to run the weak structures that they have inherited.
Furthermore, she remarked that the Taliban need to be given some time in order to deliver,
however, this does not absolve the Taliban of their responsibilities. She said that the international
community needs to keep in mind that the previous so-called democratic governments in
Afghanistan were not actually functional either and so; we need to have realistic expectations
from the Taliban. Assistance should be provided to the Afghan people which would also help the

international community have leverage over the group.
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Regarding women’s rights, she said that even before the Taliban take-over of Afghanistan, there
was little to no representation of women. There was certainly some improvement but it did not
equate with the 20 years of foreign presence. While answering a question about India’s role in
Afghanistan, Ms. Khan said that India does have a role in Afghanistan which is well-recognized
by everyone. However, the situation at hand keeps the immediate neighbors of Afghanistan at the
focal point and although India has some investments in Afghanistan. While answering a question
about recognition of the Taliban, Mr. Plamen Tonchev said that Russia still has the Taliban
blacklisted, but at the same time, it is hosting international talks with the Taliban representatives.
Moreover, Russia never shut down its embassy in Kabul and is in very much close contact with
the Taliban despite having certain apprehensions regarding the security of Central Asia. He also
said that India wants to be one of the immediate interlocutors in the Afghanistan conversation
because it was very much invested, both financially and politically, in Afghanistan in the past 20
years. He also said that India has always seen Afghanistan as a counterweight to Pakistan
because Pakistan sees Afghanistan as a backyard and hence, India is not in a position to claim a
significant role in Afghanistan. While answering a question concerning the role of China and
BRI, he said that security is the top most issue for all the regional actors therefore; China might
have to wait and see if they can in fact invest in Afghanistan. He further mentioned that two of
the major investments in Afghanistan i.e., the copper mine and oil field investment have not been

made operational due to the security concerns in the region.
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