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Abstract 

The year 2014 elections in Afghanistan, though not less significant than the 

previous ones, took a priority of interest, owing to their impact not only internal, 

but on the regional as well as global political dynamics. After more than sixteen 

years long presence of the US-led International Security and Assistance Forces 

(ISAF), Afghanistan still remains a fragile country, where governance and state-

building are haltingly underway, more as a sponsored notion. Rivalled 

tenaciously by war-lordism, militancy and parallel economic streams constantly 

threaten the fragile fabric of normalcy. As part of the ―restructuring‖ of 

Afghanistan, the country successfully cast vote for a new president, once the 

previously elected government led by President Hamid Karzai completed its five 

year stint in the office. However, like the previous ones, the 2014 elections too 

were marred with allegations of rigging and biases, which stalemated the entire 

process by several months. This not only retarded the political transition, but for 

Afghanistan, a country of complex dynamics, this meant a setback in terms of 

internal and external economic and security dynamics especially after the 

withdrawal of majority of foreign troops in December 2014. Through this article 

an attempt has been made to assess the states of affairs that the country 

witnessed during and immediately after the change of the government and 

afterwards. How far this set up has been effective? How new government and its 

policies and approaches are affecting both the neighboring states as well as the 

wider regional strategic calculus? More importantly, had the new setup been 

able to address the complex multifaceted security issues faced by the country?  
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The Presidential Elections and Afterwards  

The first round of The Afghan Presidential Elections was held in April 2014, which 

initially had about twenty seven candidates contesting for the post. However of this total 

number, sixteen were screened out by the Independent Election Commission (IEC) of 

Afghanistan, and three more further dropped out by the time the elections finally took 

place. Bringing the final count of candidates contesting for the presidential post to eight. 

On the completion of the first round Abdullah Abdullah, representing the National 
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Coalition of Afghanistan appeared to be the lead candidate with 45% of the total votes 

cast, with Ashraf Ghani an independent candidate with second largest vote base, standing 

at 31.6% (BBC, 2014). Other contesting candidates included, Abdul Rasul Sayaf of 

Islamic Dawa Organisation of Afghanistan and independents such as Zalmai Rassoul, 

Qutubdin Hilal, Gul Agha Sherazi, Hidayat Amin Arsala and Daud Sultanzoy none of 

whom could individually garner more than 1-2% votes off the total tally (IEC, 2014). 

Since neither of the lead candidates could secure the stipulated 50% votes, as per election 

commission‘s rules, a second round took place in June 2014, which resulted in most of 

the other presidential candidates aligning with either of the two, which resulted in Ashraf 

Ghani finally securing 56.4% and Mr. Abdullah slipping down to 43.6%.  

As a result, the latter complained about electoral fraud and announced boycotting the 

election commission, resulting in UN mediated negotiations with the IEC. This led to a 

chain reaction, documented evidence of electoral misconduct were released, bringing 

thousands of protesters pressurizing the government to invalidate allegedly fraudulent 

votes. Despite invalidating votes from 19 polling stations of Paktia province (Arash, 

2014), questions and suspicions marred the auditing process, which finally got resolved 

after US intervention and threats of aid suspension implicitly conveyed by US secretary 

of state John Kerry who was hectically involved in settling the impasse (Mathew, 2014). 

Amidst active threats of an internal takeover by security forces and establishing of an 

interim set up comprised of a committee and representatives of the two candidates, 

Abdullah finally conceded and there finally emerged a government of ‗national unity‘ 

with Ghani as President. Where this arrangement ended months‘ long political deadlock, 

which had a very deep and negative impact on Afghanistan‘s security and stability. It 

gave birth to a complex structure of power sharing with both Ghani and Abdullah each 

having considerable influence and a team of allies in positions of power, leaving a 

question over the resilience of the new arrangement.  

This political deadlock over the disputed presidential election had according to 

conservative estimates, cost the country‘s economy an estimated $5bn (BBC, 2014). 

Furthermore, the Afghan economy which is nearly 97% dependent on foreign aid, and the 

GDP dropping to a dangerous 4% from the aid induced 14% worsened the economic 

profile (Norton, 2014). Owing to the ensuing financial crisis, salaries were expected to be 

cut and government workers are expected to be laid off as a result. Prices of basic foods 

have risen; cuts in non-essential spending had already been made with a ―depressive 

effect‖ on the economy. Due to this factor, many Afghans were forced to flee their 

homeland, adding to the bulk of refugee number. In 2013 alone, Afghanistan contributed 

2.6 million refugees to the total of over 50 million worldwide.  On the security front, the 

Taliban launched some of their biggest attacks in many years, taking ground in the south, 

east and north, with one carried against the security forces in south-eastern Afghanistan 

being the most intense in years and exceeded the normal seasonal increases in casualties 

for the month of August according to Afghan officials (Cunningham, 2014).  
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The political as well as the security uncertainty ended up delaying foreign investments in 

the country and forced the countries involved to reassess their involvement. For instance, 

the Aynak copper mine (Kathleen, 2014) and the Hajigak iron ore. (Najafzadea, 2014) 

projects also halted to a standstill, as respectively China and India had to wait for the new 

government to be formed before making a decision on the feasibility of their deals. The 

already controversial Mining Law (RAWA, 2014) that was approved by the Karzai 

government in the summers fails to address key issues such as transparency and safety 

standards. It may have helped calm the foreign investors‘ fears, but it has also opened the 

way for local politically connected networks to win concessions, as it fails to safeguard 

against corruption and exploitation by armed war lords and interest groups.  

The Signing of the BSA and Afterwards  

The Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) with the US and the NATO Status of Forces 

Agreement (SOFA), which had deliberately been delayed by former president Hamid 

Karzai for almost a year, was finally signed by his newly elected successor Ashraf Ghani 

on September 30
th
 (Walsh et al., 2014). Not an unexpected move, as all the presidential 

candidates had expressed their commitment to signing the agreement if elected to office, 

once the American backed Karzai had refused, in order to salvage his image and leave a 

semblance of nationalist legacy. However, apprehensions still remained and were voiced 

by several members of the Afghan Meshrano Jirga, the upper house of parliament, 

against signing the agreement too quickly, stating that a number of demands, including 

provision of equipment for Afghan security forces and the elimination of terrorist 

sanctuaries, should be linked to the BSA signing (Pajwak, 2014). Earlier on, under the 

draw down agreement, the US President Barack Obama, had announced that he would 

leave 9,800 US troops in Afghanistan after the end of the NATO combat mission in 

December 2014 and before the full withdrawal timeline of 2016 (Louis, 2014). As a 

result, apprehensions about the inability of Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) to 

counter the Taliban resurgence and threat were raised, as despite years of specialized 

training, the ANSF is still lacking in many respects (Rosenberg, 2014). The BSA, once 

signed was condemned by the Taliban as a ―continued occupation‖ of the country. The 

main contours of the agreement include:  

 The BSA goes into force on January 1, 2015 and will remain in force ―until the end 

of 2024 and beyond" unless it is terminated by either side with two years' notice. 

 Though it does not establish the exact number of US troops on ground, however 

following Obama‘s May 27
th
 announcement there could only be 9,800 soldiers after 

December 31, with a further and rapid decrease by the end of 2015, reduced to only a 

vestigial force by end of 2016.  

 The U.S. troops will not be the only foreign troops staying in Afghanistan. As under 

the SOFA, an additional 4,000 to 5,000 troops, mainly from Britain, Germany, Italy, 

Turkey and Netherlands will remain post 2014 in non-combat role, with approximate 

14-15,000 foreign troops after 2014.  
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 The U.S. forces' mission under the BSA is to "enhance the ability of Afghanistan to 

deter internal and external threats against its sovereignty." Which would include 

"advising, training, equipping and sustaining" the ANSF as well as the National 

Security Directorate, which is a special counterterrorism office.  

 The BSA and SOFA both emphasized on their training, strengthening and offering 

support role to the Afghan defence forces, and unless mutually agreed, would not 

conduct combat operations in the country. Afghanistan.  

 One of the moot points for president Karzai signing the BSA was allowing of US 

troops from entering Afghan homes in future counterterrorism operations, as this 

firstly affected cultural sensitivities and secondly attributed to civilian casualties. 

However, a special Loya Jirga (traditional grand assembly) convened by Karzai in 

November 2013, reviewed the BSA‘s draft and approved the action.  

 But with US troops offering a support role in combat missions, if and when solicited 

this could mean the ANSF conducting or initiating the house raids when required.  

 The second biggest controversy was with regards the immunity to US forces from 

Afghan law, to which the agreement now states that Kabul "agrees that the United 

States shall have the exclusive right to exercise jurisdiction" over U.S. soldiers who 

commit "any criminal or civil offenses" in Afghanistan. However same rules would 

not apply to civilian contractors.  

 Furthermore, Afghan government could on request be privy to the proceedings of any 

such criminal offence carried out by a US defence personnel.  

 The BSA authorizes US to maintain existing defence facilities and undertake new 

constructions so long as they are agreed upon by both sides.  

 Lastly, since the BSA should not be considered a Defence pact that would commit 

the US to defend Kabul government from a third part aggression, however the rest 

does state that ―Washington shall regard with grave concern any external aggression 

or threat of external aggression and would work together with Kabul to develop an 

appropriate response, including considering political, military, and economic 

measures‖ (Charles, 2014). 

The agreement, where states many things clearly in its details, carefully masks and 

deliberately leaves wide gaps in its interpretation. Primarily, where it does clarify that it 

is not a defence pact to counter a third party aggression, but given the interconnected and 

complex nature of threats affecting Kabul, it remains open to interpretation, as to what 

and how the threat scenario be considered. Secondly, the appropriateness of response is 

again a very vague notion, which provides both the coalition partners any measures 

including political, economic and more importantly military to respond with. Would this 

imply a crossing over in neighboring territory if the need is felt? With the makings of 

Afghan air force also in picture, shall the immediate bordering neighbors expect an air 
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assault, besides boots on ground, especially when the recognition of international border 

is politically manipulated by Kabul as and when it deems fit.  

Secondly, should the regional actors, now be absolutely certain of having US as a 

permanent resident in the neighborhood, rather than a supposedly temporary presence, as 

it had maintained up until now? This is certainly a major cause of concern both for 

Tehran as well as Islamabad. For some, a near permanent US presence in the region is a 

welcoming prospect, given Afghanistan‘s turbulent security past, as well as the spillover 

effects of such conflicts into neighborhoods, which by themselves are facing the brunt. 

Yet, many perceive the US presence as the main root cause of militancy and discontent 

and increased anti-Americanism which further fuels and provides a quasi-justification to 

the terrorists. Also, the new form of threat in the shape of ISIS / Daesh has not only 

compelled the US to reconsider its role and future level of commitment in the region, But 

also a review and change in US force posturing is visible, with more emphasis on covert 

and special operation teams than long term troops‘ engagement. At the local level, there 

have been few Afghan militants who through audio - visual aids appeared to claim their 

allegiance to the ISIS, and reached out to militants in Afghanistan, the Pashtun tribal 

areas and Baloch areas of Pakistan and Iran to join. A 2014 confidential report by the 

provincial government of Balochistan warned the security agencies about a high level 

risk of ISIS‘s recruitment and increased influence inside the country (Mubashir, 2014). 

The biggest concern for the security sector remains the lack of capacity building and state 

of readiness of Afghan security and law enforcement agencies. Despite years of training 

and hard work, there still remain gapping questions about the lack of professionalism and 

still a deeply entrenched tribal mindset of the forces. Not only there still remains a high 

number of troops‘ desertion, but also the entrenched traditional quick justice mechanism 

appears in play. For instance, Aminullah Amarkhail, an Afghan regional security chief in 

northern Baghlan province ordered executions of militants detained in battle rather than 

their transfer to prosecutors to stand trial in violation of the Geneva Conventions 

(RFERL, 2014). Along with mass scale desertions, there have also been reports regarding 

the sale and alleged loss of weapons by the ANSF personnel. The Afghan Ministry of 

Defense rejected a July 2014 report that was released by the Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) about missing of thousands of weapons provided 

by the US to Afghan security services. According to the report, 747,000 weapons valued 

at $626 million have gone missing in Afghanistan since 2004 (Azizullah, 2014) 

Afghanistan & its Neighbours 

Despite having a government that somewhat justified the highly diverse and 

fractionalized ethnic profile of the country; the true test started only when the new 

―unity‖ government took charge. The biggest challenge was to take charge from the 

withdrawing foreign troops and establish peace, security and order. Second was to evolve 

a strong national consensus on national policies. The other most important test of strength 

for the new Afghan government remains its relations with the neighboring states.  
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With over two years passed after the general elections, the performance and success of 

the new politico-administrative set-up of the unity government is still questionable. Given 

the capacity and capability issues of the institutions especially the ANSF, the issues of 

ethnic and political polarizations, corruption, poor governance, and lack of direction in 

national policies, stability, security and developments still stand as big questions. 

With the Afghan politico-administrative environment to start drastically changing in 

2014, neighboring countries were looking at the feasibility of potential investments in the 

country through a prism of hope and skepticism both. There were genuine concerns about 

the sustainability of the new political set up along with how the security transition 

actually works out. As mentioned earlier, the ANSF is still not strong enough to face the 

multifaceted threats affecting the country. Despite such an environment, both India and 

China held talks with Afghanistan on bilateral trade, (IBN NEWS, 2014) with the former 

also providing Afghanistan with offers for security sector training and capacity building 

(Economic Times, 2014). The flag ship energy corridor project TAPI Gas Pipeline, was 

signed by Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, Pakistan and India, under the operational 

agreement, as part of the preliminary division of gas product, Pakistan and India would 

each get 42 percent of the gas imported from Turkmenistan and Afghanistan would 

receive the remaining 16 percent (Sohail, 2014). The French energy giant, Total, had 

shown interest in leading the pipeline project with the support of the Asian Development 

Bank (ADB), which was currently the transaction adviser (Atul, 2014). 

Iran  

Where Tehran remains interested in having stronger, stable and more nuanced relations 

with Afghanistan, largely concerns about the alleged recruitment and crossing over of 

militants for the ISIS as well. The twining concern is with regards the passage of opium 

and heroin across its borders, a socio-political menace the country is very strongly 

concerned about.  

Ironically, where Tehran remains deeply skeptical of US extended presence post 2014, 

these concerns have motivated Iran for tacitly cooperating against any threats that could 

destabilize Iranian interests in the region and neighborhood in particular. Besides 

progressing further on the Chabahar port project (Reuters, 2014) and the support road and 

rail linkages with India into Afghanistan, Iran has been a major exporter of fuel oil and 

diesel to Afghanistan (FARS, 2014). 

India  

The draw down and post-2014 scenario in Afghanistan is being viewed as a moment of 

opportunity by New Delhi, which has already invested enormously in Afghanistan in all 

areas. Not only is there a huge presence of Indian skilled, and semiskilled personnel 

working on various infrastructural, aid and development assistance projects in 
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Afghanistan, but New Delhi is also providing training to Afghan security and civilian 

officials.  

Besides the flagship projects such as TAPI, the Hajigak ore mine and the road and rail 

linkages as part of the Chabahar port project, India has also offered Afghan scholars and 

students training and scholarship opportunities in all fields, as part of its strategic 

outreach to Afghanistan and outflanking Pakistan.  

Russia and Central Asia  

Russia under the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) has proposed a framework 

agreement on border cooperation. (VOR, 2014) Although Moscow‘s preferred candidate 

was Abdullah Abdullah, but it has expressed its support to the Unity government led by 

Ashraf Ghani. Like other neighbors, Russia is also wary of the ISIS threat and in the back 

drop of its restive Muslim population areas and West‘s reaction to the Ukrainian crises, 

Moscow is cautiously monitoring the new developments. Fears of an over-assertive 

Western presence, primarily US-led is very much part of Russia‘s list of concerns vis a 

vis the region.  

Pakistan  

In an attempt to address the rising militancy and terrorism problem, which had 

increasingly acquired a cross border connotation, the Pakistani government has launched 

military operation, Zarb-e-Azb in the North Waziristan area, after a failed bid at dialogue 

with militants. With a mix consensus, the operation ended up displacing a high number of 

civilian population from the affected areas. And for once, an increasing number of people 

ended up seeking refuge across the border in Afghanistan with an estimated 75,000 

refugees into the eastern Khost province (Kevin, 2014). Repatriation of these refugees 

began in January 2017 (Kamal, 2017). Although, the military operation has been 

successful in purging the affected areas off foreign and domestic militants to a larger 

extent, but many questions regarding the efficacy and transparency of the operation have 

come up. There has been a marked decrease in terrorist strikes, yet neither have the anti-

state elements totally laid arms and demilitarized nor can a military solution alone can 

treat a problem of such a high magnitude. The need primarily is for a comprehensive 

counter-terrorism strategy and approach, which brings into its ambits all facets of the 

issue concerned, rather than still supporting redundant and faulty strategies of 

yesteryears.  

Pakistan‘s Afghan policy has primarily been viewed from the strategic lens rather than in 

a comprehensive diplomatic manner. The major impediments that negatively affect the 

bilateral relations despite Islamabad hosting the largest number of Afghan nationals for 

the longest time period, are a lack of trust, the differential perspective on the Durand line, 

and Afghan belief that Pakistan‘s premier intelligence agency, the ISI plays a negative 

role by using force inside Afghanistan through proxy warriors, like the Haqqani group 
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that the Afghans accuse of fomenting violence. Pakistan is accused of wanting to create 

―strategic depth,‖ or a ―sphere of influence,‖ in Afghanistan that is disliked by the 

Afghans. After assuming power, President Ashraf Ghani‘s efforts to improve relations 

with Pakistan and a thaw in their bilateral proved temporary for overstated inherent 

approaches that finally led Pakistan take unilateral actions with regard to border 

management etc. (Muhammad, 2017). 

At times the Afghans have irked the Pakistani policy and military establishment, by 

providing a safe-haven to the absconding leadership of the insurgent Tehrik e Taliban, 

who have taken refuge inside Afghan Kunar & Nuristan districts, bordering Pakistan. 

They have launched raids into neighboring Pakistani territory from there. Secondly, 

Afghanistan has not displayed prudence when it provided hospitality to Baluch 

insurgents, who are fighting an insurgency against the Pakistan military since 1973.  

Unfortunately in this war against terrorism, non-state actors appear to have more 

convergence of interests and commonalities through which they can join hands and create 

further problems for the state actors concerned. There is a need to address the question of 

distrust by building positive constituencies and investing in soft sectors of cooperation, 

such as economics, education, health, road and infrastructure development etc.  

Pakistan has in the past through the High Peace council, and further should provide good 

offices to rescue the current stalemate in the Afghan security situation, by influencing the 

Afghan Taliban to reconcile with the Afghan government. Both the countries need to 

work hard to purge cross border sanctuaries, and where there is a visible understanding of 

New Delhi‘s legitimate interests and Kabul-Delhi relations, the later should also remain 

sensitive of Pakistan‘s genuine concerns with regards Delhi‘s strategic architecture.  

The biggest impediment to a sustainable socio-political system in Afghanistan is the very 

deep imprint of drugs and narcotics‘ run economy and trafficking which has not only 

been a strong financial base for non-state actors, but also had a cross border spillover 

effect. Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran instead of blame gaming, cross border security 

operations and breach of diplomatic norms, need to address these issues with a like-

minded approach and improve border cooperation and management, even if it requires 

establishment of a Joint Border Commission.  

Trade and economy is the lynchpin of any future relations, not only concrete efforts be 

made to address and remove hurdles in the Afghan Transit Trade Agreement with 

Afghanistan. Afghanistan on the other hand, should regulate this facility in a manner that 

prevents smuggling and the evasion of tariffs that is damaging industry in Pakistan and 

prevents the industrialization in Afghanistan. Deeper CBMs should be undertaken in 

consultation with the Afghan government, besides launching meaningful track II 

initiatives should be encouraged involving civil society organizations of both the 

countries.  
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As mentioned in the beginning, in this age of interdependence, success or failure of any 

state actor has a corresponding and deep impact on its surrounding neighbors. 

Afghanistan, as a country has suffered through decades of complex, protracted conflict, 

yet it still has the resilience and strength to shape a positive future for it. Pakistan, as its 

closest and ethnically affiliate neighbour, has been equally affected by the developments 

on the Western frontier. The key to a prosperous future, and survivability against new 

forms of threats and terrorism is only in pulling our strengths together and addressing 

these problems with a unified approach. 

Conclusion 

The year 2014 and beyond that witnessed the Afghan Presidential election and 

subsequent developments are a crucial stage of the Afghan polity owing to its importance 

for the Afghans themselves, and the regional and international stakeholders as well. Like 

previous presidential elections of the country after 2011, allegations of rigging were 

made this time also that finally led to the formation of a unity government after a 

deadlock of several months. The question of survival and deliverance of the unity 

government is still valid as a test of accommodative spirits of the Afghan leadership 

especially at the stage when international military engagement has scaled down. Peace, 

security, good governance, development, economic revival and provision of basics are 

still faced as gigantic tasks to be dealt with. The Kabul Administration is required to 

demonstrate its diplomatic and political skills to attract and maintain international 

economic and political engagement and save the country from sliding into instability.  

Afghanistan‘s immediate and regional neighbouring countries‘ approaches and role 

significantly matters in this regard. The fact, however, remains that they have diverging 

approaches towards Afghanistan and how Afghan leadership maintains a balance in its 

relations with them to get maximum of support for the post conflict recovery of their 

motherland remains to be seen. 
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