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Twenty years on from the US-led invasion, 
Afghanistan remains beset by conflict, with 
devastating repercussions for Afghan citizens. 
From 1 January to 31 December 2020, the 
UN recorded 8,820 civilian casualties.1 
Between 2009 and 2019, there were more 
than 100,000 civilian casualties in total. 
Afghanistan is one of the world’s poorest 
countries, ranked 170 out of 189 countries in 
the 2019 Human Development Index.

The Afghan state remains very fragile, with 
limited control of territory. The Taliban’s 
insurgency continues, and terrorist groups 
including al-Qaeda and Islamic State Khorasan 
Province continue to operate in the country. 
Opium cultivation remains widespread, and 
Afghanistan is the source of 95% of the 
heroin on UK streets.

It was in the context of this extremely 
challenging backdrop for the country that 
the International Relations and Defence 
Committee, which I chair, undertook an 
inquiry into Afghanistan. Taking evidence 
from September to November 2020, we 
considered the UK’s military and diplomatic 
engagement, its development assistance, 
and prospects for Afghanistan’s future. 

UK Engagement In Afghanistan

Afghanistan became a top UK foreign, 
defence and development policy priority in 
2001. This began with participation in the 
US-led operation to remove the Taliban from 
power,  following the terrorist attacks on New 
York and Washington DC, master-minded by 
al-Qaeda, which was based in Afghanistan 
and enjoyed the protection of the Taliban 
administration. Alongside the military 
campaign and diplomatic engagement, 
Afghanistan became a major recipient of UK 
official development assistance (ODA), rising 

The 4th in our 2021 series of expert comment and analysis, by the Rt Hon. the Baroness 
Anelay of St Johns DBE, Chair of the House of Lords International Relations and Defence 
Committee. As always, the views expressed are those of the author and not of Global 
Strategy Forum unless otherwise stated.

1 https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/afghanistan_protection_of_civilians_report_2020_revs3.pdf

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/4185/documents/43162/default/


events@globalstrategyforum.org

www.globalstrategyforum.org

to become the third largest recipient in 2008, 
and the second largest in 2010. 

At the time our report was published, the UK 
had around 850 troops deployed to NATO’s 
Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan, and 
a large diplomatic presence. The UK provides 
£70 million in funding for the Afghan 
National Security Forces each year, and is the 
third largest bilateral donor to Afghanistan in 
2020-21, providing £167 million in ODA.

Our Report: Key Findings 

l Our witnesses said that the UK’s 
interests in Afghanistan had not changed 
fundamentally. There were three principal 
objectives: preventing Afghanistan from 
again becoming a safe haven for international 
terrorism; countering narcotics production 
and trafficking; and regional stability in a 
volatile neighbourhood. However, we found 
that the priority afforded to Afghanistan by 
UK Governments since 2010 has waned. This 
has been the result of other external security 
challenges arising (such as the increasingly 
disruptive international role played by Russia), 
the protracted and seemingly intractable 
nature of the conflict in Afghanistan, and 
diminishing public support for military action.
 
l We found that the Afghan state is highly 
aid-dependent: in 2020, domestic revenues 
accounted for around 40% of the budget, 
with the remaining 60% financed through 
international aid. As a result of factors 
including the ongoing conflict, the reliance of 
75% of the population on agriculture (which 
accounts for just 2% of GDP) and a significant 
illicit economy (including drugs and illegal 

mining), which does not contribute to the tax 
base, there are few prospects for domestic 
revenues to increase. 

l Reducing ODA to Afghanistan would 
disrupt the provision of basic services, and 
have a disproportionate impact on the most 
vulnerable. This issue could not be more 
urgent: the Government’s plans to cut the 
UK’s ODA spending from 0.7% to 0.5% of 
gross national income from 2021, in breach of 
its statutory obligations, threatens essential 
funding for some of the world’s poorest 
people.  We concluded that there is no case 
for cuts to UK aid to the Afghan people. Cuts 
would have a direct and deleterious impact 
on the provision of basic services. 

l The drug economy is a crucial part of 
Afghan domestic power dynamics, and 
many Afghans rely on opium cultivation 
for their livelihoods. We concluded that UK 
and international counter-narcotics efforts 
in Afghanistan have ultimately failed. The 
level of cultivation of opium poppies has not 
fallen, and Afghanistan remains the source 
of 95% of heroin on UK streets. We found 
that the UK’s presence in, and funding for, 
Afghanistan appears to contribute little to 
countering the trade. However, effective 
action will only be possible once a greater 
degree of security is achieved.

l We heard concerning evidence about the 
lack of accountability of the Afghan government 
to its citizens. Government appointments are 
regarded as a source of spoils, and warlords 
and militia leaders retain roles inside the 
state. We urged the Government, as a donor 
and supporter of the Afghan government, to 
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2 https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/23/attacks-targeting-afghan-civilians-spread-terror

call out the corrupt practices of individuals 
within the Afghan government. 

l We heard that the expectations of Afghan 
citizens about human rights and participation 
in governance have changed for the better 
since 2001. There has been considerable 
improvement in the participation of women, 
particularly in urban areas, and in freedom of 
speech, association and access to information. 
But progress has been impeded by the security 
situation, the limited reach of the Afghan 
government into rural areas, a lack of political 
will, and a culture of impunity. We called 
on the Government to speak out on human 
rights abuses, including those perpetrated 
by officials, the Afghan security forces and 
militias.

Recent Developments

Our inquiry began just as talks opened in 
Doha between the Taliban and the Afghan 
government. We concluded that a successful 
outcome to the Afghan peace talks must 
include a ceasefire, the reconciliation and 
reintegration of armed groups, respect 
for the rights of all Afghan citizens and a 
commitment not to provide support for 
terrorist groups.

Regrettably, the prospects for such an outcome 
from talks is highly uncertain. The Taliban’s 
commitment to a negotiated settlement and 
to power-sharing is unclear. It remains closely 
associated with terrorist groups including al-
Qaeda and the Haqqani Network, and has 
stepped up its brutal attacks against Afghan 
security forces and civilians since peace talks 

were announced. Human Rights Watch has 
reported that in 2020, more than 700 civil 
servants, members of the judiciary and 
politicians were killed, as well as numerous 
journalists and human rights defenders. 
Many of these attacks followed death threats 
made by Taliban commanders against the 
media and civilian government employees.2

We expressed particular concern in our report 
about the Taliban’s fundamental opposition 
to the progress made on human rights since 
2001. We called on the Government to 
use its diplomatic influence to ensure that 
sufficient time is devoted to the discussion of 
human rights issues in the peace talks, and 
to make clear that its future financial support 
for Afghanistan is conditional on respect for 
human rights, including the rights of women 
and minorities and freedom of speech.

We were particularly critical of the Trump 
Administration’s February 2020 agreement 
with the Taliban, which preceded the Doha 
talks. The agreement committed to the 
withdrawal of all foreign troops by May 2021. 
It was not conditional on the outcome of 
peace talks between the Afghan government 
and the Taliban, and we concluded that 
this undermined the Afghan government’s 
leverage. We made clear that the Government 
must stress to the US and its NATO Allies the 
importance of retaining a military presence in 
Afghanistan until a sustainable and inclusive 
peace deal is reached. While international 
troops cannot stay in Afghanistan in 
perpetuity, a rushed withdrawal would be 
counterproductive, and hand the advantage 
to the Taliban. 
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President Biden has signalled his willingness 
to reconsider the US’s approach to Afghanistan. 
This is very welcome. His Administration is 
undertaking a review of the US’s Afghanistan 
policy, and has participated in NATO discussions 
on its future military presence in Afghanistan. 
More and better consultation between NATO 
Allies on future engagement in Afghanistan 
is a positive start. In our report we expressed 
the hope that the deadline of 1 May 2021 for 
the withdrawal of all foreign troops would be 
revised. But President Biden has little time 
to decide on a new approach, and whatever 
his approach, very difficult compromises will 
have to be made.

The UK And Afghanistan – The Future

There is considerable uncertainty 
over Afghanistan’s future governance 
arrangements. In our report, we called for 
the Government to give careful consideration 
to how it will handle its future relationship 
with the Taliban, which will necessarily be 
part of any power-sharing arrangement 
if a negotiated settlement is reached. We 
requested that the Government share its 
thinking on these issues with Parliament.

We were struck by the fact that, despite the 
scale of the UK’s involvement, both military 
and economic, over recent years, there were 
few traces of a coherent UK policy approach. We 
found that the UK has had limited opportunities, 

and shown little inclination, to exert an 
independent voice on policy on Afghanistan. 
Instead, it has followed the lead of the US. 

We concluded with the hope that the 
Government’s Integrated Review would 
demonstrate how Afghanistan fits into 
UK’s long-term strategic aims for national 
security and foreign policy. Regrettably, the 
long-awaited document, Global Britain In A 
Competitive Age,3 published on 16 March, 
mentions Afghanistan just twice, in passing. 
It states that the UK will ‘continue to support 
stability in Afghanistan’ and provide counter-
terrorism support to the Afghan government. 
It appears that, in spite of Afghanistan’s 
multiple and severe ongoing challenges, 
their potentially deleterious impact on 
UK interests, and the legacy of the UK’s 
contribution over two decades, Afghanistan 
is in danger of continuing to slip down the 
Government’s priority list, just when our 
attention is needed most.

Baroness Anelay 
of St Johns
March 2021
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3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/global-britain-in-a-competitive-age-the-integrated-review-of-security-defence-development-
and-foreign-policy


