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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Afghanistan remains at the center of U.S. and international counterterrorism
concerns. As America prepares to pull out its military forces from the
country, policymakers remain divided on how terrorist groups in Afghanistan
might challenge the security of the U.S. and the threat they pose to allies
and regional countries. Advocates of withdrawal argue that the terrorism
threat from Afghanistan is overstated, while opponents say that it remains
significant and is likely to grow after the drawdown of U.S. forces. This report
evaluates the terrorism challenge in Afghanistan by focusing on the political
trajectories of three key armed actors in the Afghan context: al-Qaeda, the
Afghan Taliban, and the Islamic State.

Three sets of findings are key. First, al-Qaeda remains resilient in Afghanistan
and seeks a U.S. withdrawal. The U.S. government believes al-Qaeda chief
Ayman al-Zawahiri is in Afghanistan. After several challenging years, al-
Qaeda appears to have improved its political cohesion and its organizational
capital seems to be steadily growing. The status of the group’s transnational
terrorism capabilities from Afghanistan is unclear; they are either constrained
or well-concealed. Al-Qaeda retains alliances with important armed groups,
such as the Afghan Taliban and the Pakistani insurgent group, the Tehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP).

Second, contraryto portrayals of the Afghan Taliban as factionalized, the group
appears politically cohesive and unlikely to fragment in the near future. Major
indicators suggest its leadership is equipped to manage complicated intra-
elite politics and the nationwide rank-and-file without fragmenting. Much
of the Afghan Taliban leadership seems to have no real intent to engage in
transnational terrorism, but parts of the group have sympathy for the global
jihad project espoused by al-Qaeda. Going forward, the Afghan Taliban is
unlikely to crack down on al-Qaeda, although there are some indicators that
it will seek to regulate the behavior of armed groups with foreign fighters,
including al-Qaeda.

Third, the Islamic State in Afghanistan is in decline. The group has suffered
back-to-back military losses; in recent months, its top leadership has been
successfully targeted. The group has also politically fragmented, with some
important factions defecting and joining the Afghan Taliban. However, its re-
sidual presence in major Afghan cities continues to pose a security threat to
civilians. Outside of Afghanistan, there is no meaningful indication that the Is-
lamic State in Afghanistan has the intent or capability to mount transnational
attacks, especially in the West.




INTRODUCTION

Afghanistan remains at the center of
US. and
concerns. As the U.S. government seeks to
withdraw its forces from Afghanistan and
power-sharing talks between the Afghan
Taliban and the Afghan government

continue, there are competing judgements

international counterterrorism

on the nature and scope of the threat of
terrorism from Afghanistan. Advocates of
withdrawal argue that the terrorism threat
from Afghanistan to the United States
is overstated.! Those opposed say that
Afghanistan continues to a pose a major
threat, and this threat is likely to grow once
U.S. forces draw down.2

Between these two camps, the main
contention centers on al-Qaeda — the
group which attacked the U.S. on Sept. 11,
2001. Some officials, such as U.S. Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo, argue that American
targeting has weakened al-Qaeda to the
point that it poses no meaningful threat.
However, other analysts are divided on
the Afghan Taliban's relationship with
al-Qaeda* There is also considerable
concern about the internal political health
of the Afghan Taliban, as well as its ability to
enforce the terms of the peace settlement.s
Some also worry about the trajectory of the
Islamic State in Afghanistan and resulting
security issues in the region.®

This report decouples the questions of the
U.S. policy on withdrawal from Afghanistan
andthepoliticaltrajectories ofactorscentral
to the terrorism and counterterrorism policy
discussion on Afghanistan.
insights from academic literature on civil

Leveraging

conflict and Afghanistan, and a survey of
publicly available reporting on the conflict,
the report probes the political trajectory
of al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, the nature
of the relationship between al-Qaeda
and the Afghan Taliban, the prospect of
fragmentation of the Afghan Taliban, and
the future of the Islamic State. Three sets
of findings emerge.

First, al-Qaeda remains resilient and seeks
a US. withdrawal from Afghanistan. Since
2015, key leaders of al-Qaeda’s central
organization and much of the leadership
of the South Asia faction appear to be
in Afghanistan. For example, there are
strong indications that al-Qaeda chief
Ayman al-Zawahiri is in the country. After
several years of political challenges, al-
Qaeda seems to have rebounded and
looks politically cohesive; in the last three
years, there are no indicators of the group’s
central organization or the South Asia
affiliate fragmenting. Al-Qaeda is able to
marshal meaningful organizational capital
across a number of important regions in
the country. It also enjoys the support of
important allied groups, such as the Afghan
Taliban, the TTP, and a number of Central
Asian armed groups.

Second, even after years of U.S. targeting
and attempts to drive internal wedges, the
Afghan Taliban appears politically cohesive.
Contrary to factionalized portrayals, key
observable behaviors suggest resilient
intra-elite cohesion and strong control of
the rank-and-file across the country. While
much of the Afghan Taliban leadership
appears to have
transnational terrorism, parts of the group

limited interest in




have sympathy for the political project of
some transnationaljihadists. Going forward,
the Afghan Taliban appears unlikely to
crack down against a number of foreign
fighters and Islamist groups that the U.S.
government is concerned about, like al-
Qaeda. This may be because such groups
do not challenge its ideological project;
instead, they advance it — something that
the Taliban values. While a crackdown is
unlikely, there are some indicators that
the Afghan Taliban will seek to regulate
the behavior of al-Qaeda and other armed
factions. However, to manage international
pressure, the Afghan Taliban is likely to
publicly deny the presence of and linkages
with transnational terrorist groups in the
country.

Third, the Islamic State in Afghanistan has
considerably weakened. The group has
politically fragmented, with some factions
defecting toward the Afghan Taliban. Yet its
residual presence in major cities continues
to pose a threat to Afghan civilians.
Surviving cells of the Islamic State engage
in intermittent, brutal violence in urban
centers. In Kabul, thereisample speculation
that a number of political actors — such as
the Afghan Taliban, the Afghan government,
and regional countries like Pakistan and
India — are keen on instrumentalizing the
Islamic State's surviving operatives forscore
settling and spoiler violence. However,
such reporting remains difficult to verify. In
contrast to domestic concerns, the threat
of transnational terrorism by Islamic State
leadership from Afghanistan was always
limited, but over the last year, it appears to
have been reduced even further.

This report proceeds in five steps. First, |
provide background on terrorism threats
from Afghanistan. Second, | examine al-
Qaeda’'s health in Afghanistan. Third, |
probe the relationship between the Afghan
Taliban and al-Qaeda. Fourth,
the prospects of the Afghan Taliban's
fragmentation. Fifth, | discuss the Islamic
State's current status and whether the
group in Afghanistan has a future.

| assess

BACKGROUND ON
TERRORISM THREATS
FROM AFGHANISTAN

In February 2020, the U.S. government
signed a peace deal with the Afghan Taliban
to withdraw U.S. forces from Afghanistan.
This intended to end
the United States’' longest war against
the insurgency of the Afghan Taliban. It
centered on an agreement to withdraw
U.S. troops in return for guarantees by the
Taliban that Afghan territory will not be
used for mounting international terrorism.”

landmark pact

For much of the negotiation process,
American negotiators pushed the Afghan
Taliban to commit that it would not adopt
the same policies as before the 9/11
attacks in the United States — seeing
those policies as the cause of the terrorist
attacks. Back then, the Afghan Taliban
provided refuge to al-Qaeda, who in turn
reportedly paid up to $20 million a year
for the haven to the Taliban® Al-Qaeda
used the sanctuary in Afghanistan to set
up training camps, where it trained a large
army of foreign jihadists. Within these
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U.S. Special Representative for Afghanistan Reconciliation Zalmay Khalilzad (L) and Taliban co-founder Mullah Abdul
Ghani Baradar (R) shake hands after signing the peace agreement between the U.S. and the Taliban, in Doha, Qatar on

February 29, 2020. (Photo by Fatih Aktas/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images)

camps, it created a dedicated covert
faction to engage in international terrorism
operations.? It also devoted some capital
to a chemical, biological, radiological, and

nuclear operation in Afghanistan.*

The US. government's insistence on
guarantees from the Taliban against al-
Qaeda was not misplaced. Despite intense
U.S. counterterrorism pressure in the years
after 9/11, the Afghan Taliban maintained
a strong alliance with al-Qaeda.* As per
multiple accounts, al-Qaeda helped the
Afghan Taliban in organizing the insurgency
against U.S. forces, especially in the east
of the country.’? In this period, al-Qaeda
only maintained a nominal presence of its
own organization inside Afghanistan and
instead supported the Taliban's insurgency
with strategic advice and material aid

from bases in Pakistan's tribal areas.® The

most significant al-Qaeda operation inside
Afghanistan was located in the eastern
province of Kunar But this balance
changed after 2014, when al-Qaeda shifted
much of its Pakistan-based operation
to Afghanistan's eastern and southern

provinces.'

In the early years of the insurgency, Taliban
leaders embraced and publicized their
alliance with foreign jihadists, such as
al-Qaeda.’®* Even as late as 2010, Taliban
leaders espoused a commitment to
the ideology of transnational jihad and
sought to mobilize the support of jihadist
constituencies in the Middle East.” At the
same time, despite this, some in the Taliban
ranks showed discomfort with support of
al-Qaeda.’® This view can even be traced to
the pre-9/11 years. Select leaders argued
that association with al-Qaeda was not




worth the wrath of the U.S. government
and the loss of what the Taliban had before
the 9/11 — an “Islamic emirate’

Starting in the late 2000s, possibly under
internal pressure as well as U.S. battlefield
pressure, the Afghan Taliban sought to
conceal its ties with groups of foreign
fighters in Afghanistan, including al-
Qaeda. This appears to have been done in
consultationwithal-Qaeda, asitstop central
and region leadership continued to publicly
pledge a religious oath of loyalty — called
the Bay'ah — to the Taliban.® Al-Qaeda
ideologue Atiyyat Allah al-Libi is reported
to have informed al-Qaeda members on
the Taliban's public stance toward the
group: “Of course, the Taliban's policy is to
avoid being seen with us or revealing any
cooperation or agreement between us and
them. That is for the purpose of averting
international and regional pressure and out
of consideration for regional dynamics. We
defer to them in this regard."® In line with
expectations of a continued alliance, the
U.S. government regularly found evidence
of battlefield cooperation between al-
Qaeda and the Taliban, including al-Qaeda
camps and leadership in the security of or
proximate to the Taliban's insurgent rank-
and-file.

In addition to Afghan Taliban and al-Qaeda,
since 2014, another armed actor grew in
salience: the Islamic State. Following the
emergence of the Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria (ISIS) in 2014, the Islamic State started
obtaining pledges in eastern Afghanistan
and the tribal areas of Pakistan? The
group's Irag-based leadership appointed
Hafiz Saeed, a former leader of the

Pakistani insurgent group TTP, as the first
leader of the movement, with a purview of
both Afghanistan and Pakistan. This branch
was known as the Islamic State's “Khorasan
Province." Saeed built on Salafist enclaves
in the east of Afghanistan and successfully
poached fighters from various jihadist
groups in the region, such as the Afghan
Taliban, the TTP, and al-Qaeda.

In the initial years after its founding, the
Islamic State gained in eastern and select
parts of northern Afghanistan, making
major inroads in the provinces of Jowzjan,
Kunar, and Nangarhar. In the east, the
group gained control of large swathes of
territory. It also set up state-like institutions,
modeling itself on the caliphate in Iraq
and Syria. The group attracted a stream
of foreign fighters, primarily from South
and Central Asia, and regularly conducted
attacks against military and civilian targets
in major urban areas.?® Among civilians,
the Islamic State prioritized targeting of
vulnerable religious and ethnic minorities.?

In 2014, along
with Afghan security forces, launched a

the US. government,

targeted campaign against the Islamic
State in Afghanistan. This campaign was a
part of the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS.
The Taliban also mounted separate military
operations to target the Islamic State.




IS AL-QAEDA IN
AFGHANISTAN STILL A

THREAT? FOR WHOM?

In 2020, al-Qaeda's status in Afghanistan
is subject to debate. Senior leaders of the
Trump administration, such as Secretary
of State Pompeo, argue that al-Qaeda is a
“shadow of its former self">* Some scholars
of al-Qaeda consider the group to be in
decline. In a 2020 essay of The Washington
Quarterly, al-Qaeda expert Daniel Byman
suggests that the group is unlikely to
‘resume its role as the dominant jihadist
organization.””> Some members of Afghan
civil society make the case that al-Qaeda’s
presence and interest in Afghanistan is
over-stated.

However, a closer look at the discernible
activities of al-Qaeda's central organization
and regional in  Afghanistan
suggests a different trend. Undeniably, the

affiliates

group is not at its peak strength of the pre-
9/11years,butithasmadeaconcerted effort
to rebuild. The group's Afghanistan-based
leaders have preserved the political focus
of confronting the United States, despite
some internal group and counterterrorism
pressure to shift directions. The leadership
remains intent on securinga U.S. withdrawal
from Afghanistan, describing it as the
‘enemy acknowledging its defeat."®

Key members of al-Qaeda's central
leadership continue to see Afghanistan as
a strategically important base, despite the
availability of more permissive potential
bases and the considerable threat of US.
counterterrorism activity. This is most

obvious in the case of al-Qaeda chief al-

Zawahiri. According to the United States
Central Command (CENTCOM) Chief Gen.
Kenneth F. McKenzie, the U.S. military
assesses that al-Zawabhiriis in Afghanistan.”
Al-Qaeda’'s once heir apparent Hamza
bin Ladin, the son of the movement
founder Osama bin Ladin, also appears
to have remained in Afghanistan before
being killed in the Afghanistan-Pakistan
border region.2® While much of al-Qaeda'’s
central leadership appears to be outside
Afghanistan, perhaps in Iran or Syria's Idlib
Province, some al-Qaeda central leaders
remain in Afghanistan.?®

Al-Qaeda has also improved its political
cohesion and alliances in Afghanistan.
After decentralizing control and creating a
South Asia franchise, al-Qaeda in the Indian
Subcontinent (AQIS), in 2014, analysts
predicted that this move would erode al-
Qaeda's cohesion and leadership authority
in Afghanistan. This largely proved the
case from 2014 to 2016, when AQIS and al-
Qaeda’s allies, like the TTP, experienced
major challenges to their cohesion through
extensive fratricide and defections to the
Islamic State's Afghanistan chapter.3° There
was also friction in its relationship with
the Haqqani Network, in part due to the
pressure of the U.S. drone war in Pakistan.
This conflict was perceived to have been
facilitated by an ally of the Haqgqani
Network, the Pakistani intelligence service
ISI3* Al-Qaeda also lost control over the
TTP, whose targeting of civilians hurt al-
Qaeda's standing in the perception of
AQIS leadership among key Hanafi, Ahl-e-
Hadith, and Deobandi Sunni constituencies
in South Asia.




But since 2017, while international attention
was focused on ISIS, al-Qaeda has worked
to reverse these trends in Afghanistan. The
leadership, much like the broader set of
affiliates, has focused on careful politics to
stabilize the group. As a result, in contrast
to ISIS, al-Qaeda in Afghanistan has not
splintered in observable ways. Overall, the
group affirms its loyalty to the leadership
of al-Zawahiri, who pledges loyalty to
the leader of the Afghan Taliban, Mullah
Hibatullah Akhundzada. AQIS has engaged
in a separate political consolidation effort to
bring back estranged and inactive factions
into its fold.

Al-Qaeda has strengthened its political
with groups in
Afghanistan. Under Asim Umar and Usama

relationships other

Mahmood, AQIS has aligned its operational
tempo with the Afghan Taliban's strategy

U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, speaks during a news conference at the State Department, on July 1, 2020, in
Washington, DC. (Photo by MANNY CENETA/POOL/AFP via Getty Images)

toward securing a US. withdrawal from
Afghanistan. Over the last two years, al-
Qaeda appears to have helped guide the
political recovery of the TTP, evidenced
more recently in the merging of important
splinters and some al-Qaeda-aligned
Punjabi factions into the central TTP.3 Al-
Qaeda also seems to have reined in the

TTP's targeting of civilians.

Al-Qaeda has maintained relations with
the East Turkistan
(ETIM).33 In addition, after losing its alliance

Islamic Movement

with the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
(IMU), al-Qaeda has improved its ties with
a number of other Central Asian groups
in the country, such as Khatiba Imam al-
Bukhari, Katibat al Tawhid wal Jihad, and
Islamic Jihad Group, which remain based
in parts of northern Afghanistan.3* Through
its propaganda outputs, AQIS has made



a concerted effort to poach control of or
induce defections from Pakistan-backed
jihadi groups, like Lashkar-e-Taiba and
Jaish-e-Mohammad. Usama Mahmood,
who appears to have been in-charge of al-
Qaeda’'s Kashmir strategy for the last few
years, has emphasized the importance of
al-Qaeda’s Kashmir affiliate Ansar Ghazwa-
tul Hind to the group's regional strategy.

In addition to an improved political profile,
al-Qaeda has regenerated its capabilities
in Afghanistan. Important indicators of al-
Qaeda’s capabilities suggest a gradual
build up. According to the U.N.,, al-Qaeda
is active in 12 Afghan provinces, potentially
inhabiting the country's eastern and
southern borders.3> While the number of
fighters is an imperfect measure, the U.N.
estimates that the totalnumber of al-Qaeda
fighters in Afghanistan is between 400 and
600, which is up from the estimate of nearly
200 fighters in 2017 The strength of al-
Qaeda-aligned fighters, including foreign
fighters, is potentially in the thousands; as
per a July 2020 estimate, there are more
than 6,000 TTP fighters in Afghanistan.
Al-Qaeda is also reportedly building new
training camps in eastern Afghanistan and
funding a joint unit with the 2,000-strong
Hagqani Network of fighters.?”

Beyond manpower, al-Qaeda retains key
capabilities. Under Lugman
Khubab, son of former al-Qaeda chemical,
radiological, biological, and nuclear cell
chief Abu Khabab al-Masri, al-Qaeda
appears to have sustained such a cell in
the Afghanistan-Pakistan region, perhaps
technically unsophisticated but cash-rich,
which attempts to trade in the black market

weapons

of loose nuclear materials.?® Al-Qaeda also
maintains cells to mobilize material aid via
geographic routes through Iranian territory
and into Afghanistan and Pakistan.3®

What strategy might al-Qaeda use the
available political and organizational
capital for? One possibility is that it will
undertake a terrorism campaign directed
toward the West, including the United
States. In the last two years, however, there
is no information on major plots inspired or
directed by al-Qaeda in Afghanistan in the
public domain. In a recent assessment, the
Defense Intelligence Agency stated that
AQIS is unlikely to pose a majorinternational
terrorism threat to the West, even without
U.S. counterterrorism pressure for the near
future.®® The strength of Western foreign
fighters in al-Qaeda'’s ranks in Afghanistan
also remains unclear. Combined, these
suggest that al-Qaeda’s

terrorism capabilities in

indicators
transnational
Afghanistan are either constrained or well-
concealed.

At the same time, recent Pentagon South
Asia official Colin Jackson argues that al-
Qaeda's Afghanistan-based “.leadership
remains focused on external attacks on the
U.S. and its allies."* He also adds that “..the
removal of U.S. focused counterterrorism
surveillance and directactionin Afghanistan
would most likely lead to the rapid
expansion of ISIS-K[horasan] and Al Qaeda
capabilities and an increasing likelihood
of directed or inspired attacks against U.S.
and allied homelands." Jackson's view on
the continued intent and likely expansion of
transnational terrorism capabilities aligns
with themes in AQIS propaganda; many




releases calling for attacks continue to
advocate for those both against and inside
the United States.*

Beyond a strategy of conducting attacks in
the West, al-Qaeda might use its growing
capability for regional operations against
or inside three countries: Pakistan, India,
and China® AQIS's charter emphasizes
targeting of US. interests and citizens in
South Asia as a key objective.* In line with
that, the group may consider targeting
U.S. interests in Pakistan or India. In 2014,
AQIS attempted to hijack Pakistani naval
frigates from the port city of Karachi with
the goal of targeting U.S. naval assets in
the Arabia Sea. Significantly, the U.N's July
2020 reporting warns that AQIS is planning
operations in the region to avenge the 2019
U.S. targeting of its chief, Asim Umar.45

AQIS also works closely with the TTP in
Afghanistan. If the TTP ramps up targeting
of Pakistani forces, al-Qaeda may support
its from Afghanistan#® In
addition, al-Qaeda in general and AQIS in
particular devotes substantial energy to
highlighting the Indian state's excesses in
the disputed territory of Indian-controlled
Kashmir, where unrest has increased after
New Delhi revoked the region's semi-
autonomous status in August 2019. Al-
Qaeda may consider using Afghanistan for
its Kashmir plans, most likely independently
but maybe in tandem with Pakistan-aligned
jihadist groups, like Jaish-e-Mohammad
and Lashkar-e-Taiba.#” Al-Qaeda'’s affiliates
and allies in Afghanistan also show interest
in targeting China's Belt and Road Initiative
projects in Pakistan and Central Asian

campaign

states.4®

AFGHAN TALIBAN'S
RELATIONSHIP WITH
AL-QAEDA: THE TIES
THAT BIND

A second key question concerns the likely
future relationship between the Afghan
Taliban and al-Qaeda. As part of the
agreement with the U.S. government, the
Afghan Taliban has pledged to break from
al-Qaedaandbanthe use of Afghanterritory
for terrorism against other countries.#® But
important senior U.S. officials continue to
be skeptical. For example, CENTCOM chief
McKenzie recently stated: “..we believe the
Taliban actually are no friends of ISIS and
work against them. It is less clear to me
that they will take the same action against
al-Qaeda.®

For now, the evidence points to no
the

between the Afghan Taliban and al-Qaeda.

significant break in relationship
The U.N. recently reported that al-Zawahiri
personally negotiated with senior Afghan
Taliban leadership to obtain assurances
of continued supports To the extent this
information is correct, these talks appear
to have been successful; the Afghan
Taliban has neither publicly renounced al-
Qaeda nor taken any discernible action to
crack down against it. Representatives of
the Afghan Taliban who interact with the
press also remain evasive when asked to
clarify their position on al-Qaeda. In select
instances, the Taliban insist that there are

no foreign fighters in Afghanistan.s




Why does the relationship between al-
Qaeda and the Afghan Taliban endure?
Scholars of al-Qaeda have pointed to the
history between the two groups, which can
be traced back to the Afghan jihad against
the Soviet Union.5* Some argue that al-
Qaeda and an important sub-group of the
Taliban, the Haqgani Network, are bound
by ties of marriage among families of key
leaders.> Al-Qaeda also remains popular
among the rank-and-file of the Taliban.®s
Per some accounts, the experience of
fighting together against a common foe,
like the United States, has brought them
closer.

While all these factors are important, there
appears to be a firm political basis for
the relationship. Both groups fit into each
other's ideology-based political projects.s®
Al-Qaeda sees the Afghan Taliban as an
able ideological partner in its stewardship
of global jihad — a group whose virtues
al-Qaeda can extol before the Muslim
world.5 It also potentially sees the Taliban
as a powerful ally, whose resurgence in
Afghanistan offers major political and
materialadvantages. Among political gains,
the Taliban's continued rise validates that
jihadist victories against powerful states
like the U.S. are realistic and viable. Among
material gains, the relationship provides
the opportunity to move leadership and
personnel from Syria, Iran, Pakistan, and
Jordan to Afghanistan. In the medium term,
al-Qaeda may look to establish a base in
Afghanistan for a global jihadist movement.

The Afghan Taliban's perception of al-
Qaeda is more complex but, on balance,
favorable.5® The Afghan Taliban likely views

the group through the lens of its ideological
vision — drawing on the Hanafi school of
Sunni Islamic theology, the centrality of
jihadinitsinterpretation of Islamic theology,
and its role and status as guardians of
Islam in Afghan society.”®* Despite some
tensions and theological differences, al-
Qaeda aligns with key parts of the Taliban's
project. One major source of alignment is
al-Qaeda’s jihadist project, which fulfills
a major perceived religious obligation.®°
Significantly, al-Qaeda pursues its jihadist
projectbysubordinatingitsSalafistideology,
at least in rhetoric, to the Taliban's status
as the final arbiter on matters of theology.®
This contrasts with the Taliban's opposite
perception of the ISIS's ideological project,
which is dismissive of both the Taliban's
Hanafi precepts and its status as guardians
of Islam in Afghanistan.

Consequently, even in the face of major
costs, important Afghan Taliban leaders,
such as deputy leader Siraj Haqqgani and
senior military chief Ibrahim Sadr, remain
sympathetic to al-Qaeda.®? Based on
propaganda releases and the rhetoric of
Taliban leaders, there may also be some
sympathy for al-Qaeda’'s grand strategy
of bringing about an American downfall.
However, it remains unclear which of the
Afghan Taliban leaders who sympathize
with al-Qaeda are supportive of direct
attacks against the United States. For
example, staunch former supporters and
sympathizers of al-Qaeda in the Taliban,
like the leader of the Haqqani Network
Jalaluddin Haqqani, did not appear to
approve terrorism against the U.S. before
9/11, even if they did little to stop it.®3




Afghan Taliban fighters and villagers attend a gathering as they celebrate the peace deal signed between the U.S. and
Taliban in Laghman Province, Alingar district on March 2, 2020. (Photo by Wali Sabawoon/NurPhoto via Getty Images)

e L e,

At the same time, it is important to note
that parts of the Afghan Taliban are wary
of a relationship with al-Qaeda. Some have
lobbied against the relationship altogether,
both before and after 9/11.54 Others have
come to oppose al-Qaeda due to the costs
of the U.S. government's coercive policies
since the American invasion.® It appears
that the size of the constituency opposed
to al-Qaeda inside the Taliban has grown,
but its political status within the group is
uncertain.

For now, given the Taliban's public
evasiveness on al-Qaeda and reluctance
to denounce it, the balance of internal
elite opinion seems to be in favor of the
group. Thus, the Taliban is unlikely to carry
out a major crackdown or expel it from
Afghanistan. Looking ahead, the Taliban

is likely to institute formal mechanisms to

manage groups of foreign fighters, including
al-Qaeda and its allied organizations.®® The
Taliban may provide guidelines, perhaps
non-binding, to regulate the behavior of
the groups; such demarches may include
provisions on activities against the US.
and its allies. Nevertheless, if the past is a
guide, the Taliban will be unlikely to admit
to its relationships with such groups. It may
also take steps to mitigate the impression
of being a counterterrorism partner to the
United States or doing America's bidding,
especially against groups like al-Qaeda.
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Senior Taliban leaders, including negotiator Abbas Stanikzai, attend the Intra Afghan Dialogue talks in the Qatari
capital Doha on July 7, 2019. (Photo by KARIM JAAFAR/AFP via Getty Images)

THE AFGHAN
TALIBAN'S COHESION
AND PROSPECTS OF

FRAGMENTATION

The political cohesion of the Afghan
Taliban remains a major counterterrorism
concern. Many analysts worry that the
Afghan Taliban is likely to fragment during
the course of the peace process with the
Afghan government, especially given that
the US. government's counterinsurgency
strategy sought to drive wedges among
its leadership for much of the war.” Some
also speculate that the influence of state
like Pakistan has hurt the
Taliban's cohesion. The influence of Iran

supporters

and Russia on the Taliban also add to such

concerns.

One strand of this argument sees the
Taliban as divided into a hardline faction
pushing for a maximalist takeover of
Afghanistan — maybe even the continued
patronage of al-Qaeda — and a more
moderate faction amenable to power-
sharing concessions. The implication of this
view is that if the Afghan Taliban's political
officials make any meaningful concessions
under international pressure, especially
during the intra-Afghan talks, the group will
not stay unified and make enforcement of
any peace deal untenable. The worst-case
scenario parallels the fragmentation of al-
Qaeda’s affiliate in Iraq and the subsequent
rise of the territorial state of the Islamic
State.%®

For now, assessments of calcified political
cleavages and factionalism in the Afghan
Taliban appear overstated. The Taliban's



conduct during the negotiation process
with the United States from 2018 suggests
substantial internal political strength. On
major decisions, the Afghan Taliban chief
Mullah Akhundzada remained firmly in
charge and obtained support of a loyal
political structure spawned by his three
deputies: Mullah Abdul Ghani
Siraj Haqqgani, and Mullah Yaqoob. Through

Baradar,

the course of the negotiations, the Taliban
leadership appears to have successfully
forged consensus among major political
and military elites on key issues such as
the timing of the cease-fire, terms of the
withdrawal of U.S. forces, sequencing of
the peace process, and language of the
February pact with the U.S. government
— and there have been no visible signs of
major dissent.

In addition, the Afghan Taliban's leadership
has demonstrated its ability to control the
rank-and-file of the nation-wide movement
in recent years. Two indicators are key.
First, the Afghan Taliban announced two
country-wide cease fires — one in 2018
and the other before the signing of the
February accord with the U.S. government
— when violence in the country dropped
the
signing of the peace accord with the U.S,

dramatically.®® Second, following
theTalibanhas delivered on its commitment
to hold fire against American targets; since
February 2020, attacks on U.S. and coalition
personnel largely ceased’ Combined,
these indicators suggest that the Taliban
leadership is able to control both the scale

and targets of violence.

What might be the source of this
cohesion? As the Taliban become less
opaque, analysts and scholars are likely
to better understand its internal politics.
For now, three factors seem important.
First, the Afghan Taliban appears to have
repurposed and reinforced a strong pre-war
organization, a combination of the Taliban's
government institutions, tribal networks,
and religious sites in the country's rural and
urban areas.”” Through these institutional
mechanisms, the Taliban leadership has
solidified vertical ties to manage the
delivery of political, military, and public
goods.”? Second, since the onset of the
insurgency, the leadership has socialized
its rank-and-file in the importance of
messaging, the
group has consistently emphasized unity
and obedience to leadership in battles
against the U.S. and Kabul-based political
establishment.”? Third, in
the ongoing peace process has boosted
cohesion. The U.S. agreeing to the demand
for direct negotiations and withdrawal of
foreign forces has earned the leadership
strong praise from both within and outside

cohesion. In internal

recent years,

the movement.’

Proponents of the fragmentation view
underestimate the effect of the Afghan
Taliban leadership's careful management
of intra-elite politics on cohesion. Since
the era of Taliban leader Mansoor Akhtar,
one strategy has been to appoint powerful
deputies, who may have the potential to
become challengers.”> The group also
appears to have regulated membership
of the top-decision making body, the
Rahbari Shura, through managing internal
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power dynamics and regional power-
projection considerations.”® When trying
to forge consensus on divisive issues,
the leadership has appointed czars with
more political heft. This was evident when
Afghan Taliban chief Mullah Akhundzada
appointed Mullah Baradar, one of the co-
founders of the Taliban movement, to lead
the peace talks with the U.S. government in
2018. The recent appointment of the chief
justice of the Taliban's judiciary, Maulvi
Abdul Hakim, to lead the negotiations with
the Afghan government appears to be in
line with that strategy.

The fragmentation perspective also does
not account for the group’s strategies to
counter differences and dissent. When
confrontedwithapowerfuldissentingsenior
leader, top Taliban leadership has isolated
that leader and balanced the sacking by
appointing someone of a similar or greater
political profile as a replacement.”” When
need be, the Taliban leadership is also not
shy about using intense violence to put
away challengers with forces from other
parts of the country.”® It has also called upon
both non-state and state supporters, such
as Pakistan, to counter internal dissidents.”®
After the death of Taliban founder Mullah
Omar in 2014, these methods appear to
have become stronger in response to
the internal challenges and internecine
feuding.

now, the overall risk of Taliban
fragmentation remains low. However, it

For

can become more probable in specific
contingencies. The most probable scenario
isoneinwhich a senior leader of the Taliban,
such as Mullah Akhundzada, is either killed

or dies of natural causes. Then, the question
of succession could create major intra-elite
differences.

THE FUTURE OF THE
ISLAMIC STATE IN

AFGHANISTAN

A final major question for counterterrorism
is if the Islamic State in Afghanistan has a
future. After a dramatic rise in Afghanistan
from 2014 to 2016 with membership
running into the thousands, it has been in
steady decline. Over the last two years,
the group has suffered back-to-back
losses against US. and Afghan military
operations in the eastern provinces of
Kunar and Nangarhar. These losses have
been compounded by the Afghan Taliban's
separate military campaign against the
Islamic State. The Islamic State is reported
to command around 2,200 fighters, but its
overall trajectory is marred by defections of
leaders and rank-and-file, loss of territory,
and fragmentation of battlefield allies, such
as the IMU.®°

In recent months, the Islamic State has
also suffered leadership losses, which
have complicated efforts to recover
politically and on the battlefield. In April
2020, top leader Aslam Farooqi
arrested by Afghan security forces. His

arrest was followed by the targeting of

was

other top leaders, including the group's
intelligence chief Asadullah Orakzai and
top judge Abdullah Orakzai, by the U.S. and
Afghanistan.® In addition, while the threat
of transnational terrorist activity by Islamic
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State was always limited, the sustained
targeting of its infrastructure in Kunar and
Nangarhar appears to have reduced its
organizational strength further.®

The Islamic State's decline seems to be
directly benefitting the Afghan Taliban. In
Kunar and Nangarhar provinces, previously
with significant influence of the Islamic
State, the Afghan Taliban's forces have
gained a foothold. Some important factions
of the Islamic State have also defected
and joined the Afghan Taliban over the last
year.®3 There are reports that Islamic State
factions are also defecting to al-Qaeda and
Lashkar-e-Taiba.

Yet, the group's residual presence in major
Afghan cities continues to pose a threat to
civilians. Some surviving cells are engaging
in large attacks. For example, the Islamic
State conducted a coordinated assault
targeting the central prison of Nangarhar
Province in August. There are reports that
a variety of actors, such as the Afghan
Taliban, the Afghan government, and
regional countries like Pakistan and India,
are instrumentalizing the Islamic State's
surviving operatives for score settling and
spoiler violence.?

Select analysts worry about a potential
resurgence of the Islamic State. Within this
camp, some see it resurging as a result of
organic factors, such as the history and
appeal of Salafism in Kunar and Nangarhar
provinces. They also warn that Afghan
state practices of repression, exclusion,
and bribery predispose some youth,
specifically those sympathetic to Salafist
ideological precepts, toward the Islamic

State.®®* Another camp speculates that the
Islamic State has positioned itself to absorb
fragmenting factions of the Taliban in the
event of a peace deal.®® Some analysts sees
the Islamic State's purported new leader
Abu Muhajir leveraging his Arab ethnicity
to settle disputes within the group and
mobilize fighters and resources from ISIS's
central organization in Iraq and Syria.?”

Another view, expounded by members of
the Afghan security forces, suggests that
the Afghan Taliban, and specifically the
Hagqani Network, may support the Islamic
State by carrying out plausibly deniable
violence.?® They also imply that the Islamic
State might receive material support from
regional countries to conduct spoiler
violence to derail the peace process. These
views are significant and deserve more
scrutiny, but publicly available information
on them is limited.

It is decidedly premature to write off the
Islamic State, but for now, there are no
clear signs that the group is implementing
a concerted strategy to stall ongoing
political and organizational fragmentation,
and in turn regain its status in eastern

Afghanistan.

CONCLUSION

This report has examined major issues
and questions related to the terrorism and
counterterrorism discussion surrounding
Afghanistan. It offers analytic guidance on
where key actors stand and their plausible
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Members of Islamic State stand alongside their weapons, following their surrender to the Afghan government in
Jalalabad, Nangarhar Province, on November 17, 2019. (Photo by NOORULLAH SHIRZADA/AFP via Getty Images)

F T

trajectory in light of the US. posture of
withdrawal and the gradual rise of the
Afghan Taliban.

While the findings of this report are
important in their own right, they should
also be considered in the broader political
context of Afghanistan. For one, with
the

underway, Afghanistan appears to be at

intra-Afghan negotiation process
a crossroads. There is reason to believe
that Afghanistan is looking at a difficult
but

ongoing process is especially significant

realistic path toward peace. The

as major warring parties have struggled
to meaningfully engage in peace talks
over four decades of conflict. Given
the enormous generational suffering of
Afghan civilians, this pathway deserves
sustained support of and prioritization by

the U.S. government and the international

community. If the intra-Afghan talks are not
given a chance, the country can descend
into another long cycle of violence.

At the same time, the terrorism challenge

remains multifaceted and likely to
endure. This requires new frameworks of
management by the US. government, its
allies, and other key regional countries. The
precise makeup of the country's armed
landscape and the role of terrorist groups
of international concern in that context
remains challenging to predict. However,
it is realistic to assume that a number of
groups with varied local, regional, and
transnational aims will find ways to persist.
their

regular risks for Afghan civilians, the region

In turn, presence will generate

surrounding Afghanistan, and Western

countries.
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Going forward, as the US. government
further reduces its military forces in
Afghanistan, the Afghan Taliban's power to
shapefactsonthe groundisinevitably going
to increase. And as the Taliban rises, it will
put further stress on the Ashraf Ghani-led
Afghan government, at least until the intra-
Afghan talks see a resolution. In the interim,
the U.S. relationship with the Taliban is likely
to be highly consequential and complex.
Looking ahead, analysts need to carefully
watch for signs of shifts in the group's
political calculus. Much of the analysis in
the report hinges on the assumption that
the Taliban's core preferences will stay
similar to the last decade of the war.

Finally, from the perspective of the
US. government, crafting a new
counterterrorism policy will be shaped
by biting resource constraints and
complicated Afghan domestic and
international politics, involving Pakistan,
Iran, China, and Russia. Nevertheless,
policymakers need to be clear-eyed about
the major counterterrorism challenge
from Afghanistan that lies ahead, and
the likelihood that this challenge will not
relent anytime soon. While the nature of
US. involvement in the country may be
changing, the politicalreality of Afghanistan
that enables terrorism is likely to remain.
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