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“Security is paramount, and bringing extremist violence and other forms of insecurity 
under control will remain at the top of the agenda for the government , and for millions of 
Afghans for whom the most basic dividend of peace – security – remain a distant goal 
even as the Bonn process draws to a close.” 
(Briefing to the Security Council by Special Representative of the Secretary-General for 
Afghanistan Jean Arnault, 23 August 2005) 
 
The purpose of this briefing paper is to (re)present the civil society perspectives 
of ACBAR member agencies at a time when security concerns still overshadow 
progress in post Bonn Afghanistan.  
 
Introduction 
 As Afghanistan moves beyond Bonn, insecurity remains the leading concern of the 
government and its international supporters.  Forces opposed to the Afghan government 
are able to mount direct attacks on both government and coalition forces as well as on 
soft targets. The widely held perception that security is deteriorating has been boosted 
over the last six months by a series of security incidents which have involved the use of 
suicide bombers and more sophisticated IED attacks.  But the sources of violence 
remain highly complex and often inter-related.  These include inter-tribal conflicts and 
factional clashes over control of resources.    
 
Fears that organised crime is on the rise are reflected in the issue of corruption which is 
now a leading concern of the Afghan people.  The narcotics trade permeates multiple 
levels of government and has proved highly resilient to official efforts to curb it.  The 
ongoing state of general lawlessness means disputes over complex issues such as land 
rights often take violent form and are capable of swift escalation.  The culture of impunity 
is exemplified by land grabs by the powerful from the weak.  The problem of crime in 
urban centres is commonly linked by Afghans to the unreformed state of the poorly paid 
police or to the effects of reform when former police are made redundant.    
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The political process driven forward under the Bonn Agreement has not been matched 
by similar progress in economic development and security sector reform.1  At the same 
time, the central government has made limited headway in establishing its legitimacy 
and authority nationally.  Afghans still publicly voice the opinion that the country’s 
stability depends on the continued deployment of international forces, yet a sense of 
growing ambivalence towards the presence of international forces is being reported in 
some parts of the country.2 
 
NATO’s expansion 
Against this background, NATO is planning its expansion South (Stage III) and the 
coalition is planning to reduce overall numbers.3  This phased expansion is mainly 
occurring via the mechanism of civil-military Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) 
which now total twenty-two throughout the country. 
 
NATO command over OEF as well as ISAF forces is planned to be in place by the end 
of 2006.  This is a controversial development given that ISAF’s hitherto peace keeping 
mission will be tested in areas where a resilient insurgency is underway.  The 
restructuring of the international military presence under NATO will also involve a re-
organisation of the PRTs under five regional zones during 2006.4  
 
Diversity in national approaches taken towards PRT directions has also increased due to 
NATO member states (and partner nations) agreeing to commit the military resources 
required to stand up a PRT on the basis of national caveats.  These national caveats 
can reflect domestic, (rather than Afghan), political priorities.   The broadly stated PRT 
terms of reference (agreed by the PRT Executive Steering Committee in January 2005) 
have not altered this diversity of approach. 
 
NATO’s expansion has led to an increased debate on civil military affairs in Afghanistan, 
both at NATO headquarters and within NATO member states.  Analysis and debate on 
the utility and scope of civil-military engagement in Afghanistan continues in other fora, 
including the United States Institute for Peace (USIP).  In July 2005, Kings College 
(London University) submitted a “Review” to DFID on its involvement in PRTs5 which 
was researched partly in the context of the changing location of Britain’s PRT 
engagement from the North to the South under Stage III.  However, neither policy 
discussions nor purportedly academic research on PRTs has so far been informed by 
any sustained monitoring and evaluation of PRT outputs.  Plans to monitor PRT outputs 

                                                 
1 The five pillars of SSR constitute: Judicial reform, the development of a professional and neutral 
Afghan national police and army, counter-narcotics, disarmament, demobilisation and 
reintegration (DDR).  DDR has now been replaced by the disarmament of illegally armed groups 
(DIAG). 
2 See for example, Institute for War & Peace Reporting, Ghazni Province, 10 September 2005 
‘Taleban Hit and Run, and Come Back For More’ and AOP, ‘Afghan Clerics Warn of Anti-US 
Backlash’, 21 October 2005. 
3 Details of coalition force reduction are not confirmed.  Reportedly, 4000 troops will leave by 
Spring 2006, see New York Times, 7 November 2005, ‘Delays Hurting US Rebuilding In 
Afghanistan’. 
4 A German lead is planned in the North, Italian in the West, British in the South, Turkish and 
French joint lead in the Centre.  PRTs in the South East will be composed of US military but ‘re-
flagged’ under NATO. 
5  Hendrickson, D et al, A Review Of DFID Involvement In Provincial Reconstruction Teams in 
Afghanistan, Conflict, Security and Development Group, Kings College, London.  8 July 2005. 
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against the Afghan government’s commitment to the Millenium Development Goals are 
reportedly underway.  Evaluations of PRTs would need to be in line with the PRT 
Mission Statement6 and should include:   

• whether and how security has improved 
• the quality of (re)construction  
• the sustainability of PRT projects undertaken   
• the overall cost effectiveness of the PRTs as development actors.7   

Until objective evaluations are conducted, PRT policy essentially will continue to be 
informed by anecdote and assumption. 
 
PRTs and NGOs 
In July 2003, ACBAR issued a policy brief on Security and PRTs, partly in support of 
UNAMA’s attempts to shift PRT focus away from minor reconstruction projects towards 
improving security.  To that end ACBAR specifically called for: 

• The anchoring of all PRTs exclusively in the areas of security sector reform and a 
shift to selecting projects that focus on practical measures to strengthen the 
government’s authority provincially, such as the rebuilding of police stations, 
customs houses and local administrative offices, and 

• For PRTs to operate under a clear unequivocal mandate 
 
Two and a half years on, both recommendations are even more relevant.  Repeated 
calls made by NGO representatives since 2003 for a detailed mandate to guide PRT 
activities have been rejected on the grounds that a mandate would hamper the flexibility 
of an “evolving” PRT plan and that a ‘one size fits all’ approach would run counter to the 
different operating environments of respective PRTs.  However, the lack of mandate and 
the continuing confusion in PRT approaches also “masks the lack of a homogenous 
vision of what PRTs should be doing.” 8 
 
It is not clear whether the quick impact projects that are part of coalition counter-
insurgency strategy in the South will continue following Stage III of NATO’s expansion.  
However, in the comparatively stable North, NGOs and other sources report that soldiers 
in some CIMIC units of PRTs continue to engage in development-type projects (schools, 
water supply etc) rather than concentrating resources on improving the security 
environment.   Experienced NGO staff working in Afghanistan have questioned the quality 
and sustainability of PRT minor reconstruction project outcomes.  Beyond concerns that 
national development strategies may be undermined by ad hoc projects, NGOs know that 
local contractors used by PRTs, if not closely monitored at all stages of the project, may 
use cheaper materials and may lack the necessary level of engineering or building skills; 

                                                 
6 The PRT Mission Statement cited in the Terms of Reference for coalition and ISAF led PRTs in 
Afghanistan (adopted 27 January 2005) states “ Provincial Reconstruction Teams will assist the 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan to extend its authority, in order to facilitate the development of a 
stable and secure environment in the identified areas of operations, and enable security sector 
reform and reconstruction efforts.”  
7 The only joint evaluation exercise so far which has involved UN agencies and NGOs as well as 
the coalition was organised by UNAMA in May 2003.  At the Afghanistan Development Forum in 
2005, the Minister of Finance announced that the cost effectiveness of NGOs was to be 
evaluated.  ACBAR welcomed this announcement but called for such an evaluation to be 
widened to include all development actors in Afghanistan, private contractors, the military and the 
government.  
8 See p.6, Executive Summary, Kings College Review for DfID. 
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and that the time-consuming preparations and project follow-up NGOs undertake in 
partnership with local communities to establish sustainability are not factored into the 
process by the military.  PRTs are not mandated or resourced to find the human 
resources,  teachers, medical staff etc that allow the clinics and schools built by PRTs to 
function over the immediate and long term.    
 
For the NGOs who engaged in policy discussions on civil military affairs in Afghanistan, 
the relevance of PRTs has always been related to the question of whether PRTs can 
significantly improve the security environment, both in terms of human security for the 
Afghan people and to enable NGOs access back to areas that have become too 
dangerous to work in.  The case for PRTs in these critical regards has yet to be 
conclusively made it the eyes of many NGOs represented by ACBAR.  
 
Respect for the concept of ‘humanitarian space’ provided the framework that allowed 
NGOs to cross divides and assist the vulnerable throughout all phases of Afghanistan’s 
civil war.  Even during the Taliban period, NGOs could access all sides.    Afghan and 
international NGOs remain deeply concerned about the question of current and future 
operational capacity given the uncertain nature of political outcomes in Afghanistan. To 
this end, NGOs and international organisations urge the military and the domestic 
governments’ of all NATO member states to continue to ensure that all possible efforts to 
protect ‘humanitarian space’ continue to be made. 
 
The murder in October of five staff members of an Afghan medical NGO in Kandahar 
province followed by the murder of an Afghan NGO staff member in Farah highlighted 
again how exposed Afghan NGO staff are to attacks.9 In November, two Afghan NGO 
staff who had been kidnapped some months before were found dead.  NGOs are once 
more questioning how long they can continue to risk the lives of their staff. 
 
Both NGOs and the military recognize that forward movement in terms of creating 
greater synergy in our respective efforts lies in building a relationship of trust and 
confidence.  ACBAR chairs the monthly meetings of the NGO civil military working group 
in Kabul attended by coalition and ISAF representatives.  
 
ACBAR has also contributed to a number of major NATO conferences on civil military 
affairs over the last year.  Points made by ACBAR at these conferences highlighted what 
NGOs needed in the face of PRT expansion and increasing attempts to promote what 
the Danish government has termed ‘concerted planning and action of civil and military 
activities in international operations’.10  Points raised included NGOs’ need for: 
 

• Continuity of practice in the field 
This is of paramount concern to NGOs given that rotations are only of four, six or nine 
month’s duration.  Relationships built on personal promises are not a sufficient 
guarantee of continuity.  A written mandate or equivalent mechanism is required to 
ensure that mutually agreed acceptable practice is maintained through rotations.  

                                                 
9 24 NGO staff were killed in Afghanistan in 2004, more than anywhere else in the world 
according to a joint report by CARE and the Afghan NGO Security Organisation (ANSO).  
Fatalities for 2005 have overtaken this figure. 
10 Stapleton, B. Presentation on Afghanistan, Session 2: Best Practices of CPA by 
international actors, Copenhagen Seminar On Concerted Planning And Action Of Civil And 
Military Activities In International Operations, 20-21 June 2005. 
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Despite the existence of the NGO civil military working group since 2004, little 
progress has been made in formalizing relationships in the field through mutually 
agreed protocols to guide practice.   Instead, relationships are entirely personality 
dependent leaving NGOs vulnerable to agreed practice being changed tomorrow.  
This is of particular concern given the mixed nationalities making up ISAF PRTs.  
 
• Clarification on lines of command 
The operation of lines of command especially for in extremis situations need to be 
spelled out.  NGOs have already witnessed two examples of a failure to respond 
from the German-led PRT in the North.  Given the multi-national makeup of PRTs, 
who has ultimate authority in crisis situations?  NGOs do not know, but the answer 
has important implications as different nations take different PRT approaches to in 
extremis situations.  It is anticipated that the utilization and scope of national caveats 
may intensify with Stage III of NATO's expansion. 
 
• Appropriate mechanisms for information sharing  
Information is the primary means of protection for NGOs, so improving information 
sharing with NGOs particularly on security, is important.  The attempt to develop a 
NGO safety protocol11 to ensure that the military passed on imminent threat warnings 
against NGOs and created a mechanism allowing NGOs voluntarily to pass on their 
GPS coordinates to the military via ANSO (Afghan NGO Security Organisation), took 
months to reach a point of sign off.  Progress was then delayed due to military 
rotations before the coalition finally decided it was unable to endorse the Protocol.  
Informal information channels between the coalition and ISAF with ANSO have been 
improved in the meantime. 
 
• Role of UNAMA 
Given that NGOs cannot afford any further erosion of Afghan perceptions of their 
neutrality it is essential that UNAMA continues to play a mediating role between the 
military and NGOs.  This includes UNAMA provides a neutral location for meetings 
that involve PRTs and the assistance community. 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
11 This process, conducted via the NGO civil military working group, was galvanised by the 
targeting of Afghan NGO staff - mistakenly thought to be insurgents - by the coalition in 2004. 


