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Background 

There is broad agreement among multiple stakeholders, including the direct sides to the conflict, that 
the unending conflict in Afghanistan will continue to generate more deaths of the fighters from all sides, 
mounting civilian casualties, weak governance and rule of law, and a general state of misery and 
hopelessness for the broader population.  
 
There does not appear to be a consensus, however, about whether or not the conflict in Afghanistan has 
reached a “mutually hurting stalemate”, a situation where none of the sides engaged in protracted and 
sporadic battle can fully win.1 Despite this lack of consensus, high-level efforts have been made since 
late 2018 to discuss peace, primarily between the United States and the Taliban and, by default, for 
Afghanistan. 
 
Numerous objections have been raised from multiple quarters regarding the opaqueness and 
exclusiveness of the gatherings for peace negotiations, made up largely of representatives from the 
United States and the Taliban.   
 
The hopes and anxieties of civil society organizations and ordinary citizens, and of women’s in particular, 
with much stake in any form of settlement being negotiated to bring peace to Afghanistan, have so far 
been excluded, underrepresented, or misrepresented by a selected number of individuals handpicked to 
attend some of the negotiation events. Despite these concerns, there is a strong sentiment among 
ordinary citizens and civil society organizations for peace and for active participation in peace 
negotiations. 
 
Consistent with its mandate to act as a mechanism for open, evidence-based and constructive dialogue 
between state authorities and civil society, National Advocacy Committee for Public Policy (NAC-PP) 
organized an Open Forum on peace to create a space for multiple stakeholders to openly discuss peace 
and strategize on how to ensure that civil society’s voice is heard and taken into account during 
negotiations about peace in Afghanistan.2 
 
This Open Forum is 4th in a series of open forums organized by NAC-PP with support from Afghanistan 
Public Policy Research Organization (APPRO) as its Secretariat. This event was organized with the 
intention of building on the momentum created for peace in Afghanistan since late 2018 when the first 
high-level meetings were held between the United States and the Taliban.  
 
This Open Forum, and subsequent ones at national and sub-national levels, will serve to maximize 
opportunities for civil society to exert itself as a major actor in peace negotiations. 

Momentum for Peace 

Despite the concerns about the terms of a negotiated deal between the US Government and the Taliban 
in segments of the population, particularly among women, vast swathes of youth, and ethnic and 

 
1  See: APPRO (2018), Mutually Hurting Stalemates, Peace Building, Actors, Factors, and Mechanisms. Available 

from: http://appro.org.af/mutually-hurting-stalemates-peace-building-actors-factors-and-mechanisms/  
2  For more information on NAC-PP, see: www.nac-pp.net  
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religious minorities and the rumors about a new constitution more in line with sharia as one of the key 
demands of the Taliban, all mentions of a possible peace have been followed by a charged wave of 
optimism. 
 
The intra-Afghan dialogue and discussions over a peace and reconciliation plan present an opportunity, 
particularly for civil society, to exert itself by articulating the price it is willing to pay to reach peace and 
the various redlines it wishes to establish.3 This articulation must be based on as full as possible an 
understanding of ordinary citizens’ needs, anxieties and hopes.  

Women and Negotiations with Taliban 

The inclusion and participation of women as mediators and/or negotiators in the peace process remains 
an afterthought. Only with protestations from some international aid providers to Afghanistan and civil 
society in the aftermath of the Moscow talks in the spring 2019, have steps been taken to include 
women in the ongoing talks – though minimally and for the sole purpose of discussing women’s rights.  
 
Figure 1: Importance of Women’s Participation in Peace Talks with Taliban 

 
Source: APPRO (2019)4 
 

 
3  For additional information on intra-Afghan peace talks, see: https://www.rferl.org/a/report-taliban-delegation-

touches-down-in-china-for-intra-afghan-peace-talks/30239673.html, and https://www.dw.com/en/can-china-
make-peace-between-the-afghan-government-and-the-taliban/a-51010157  

4  Fragility and Making Peace: Rights of Afghan Women and Peace with the Taliban. Available from: 
http://appro.org.af/publications/fragility-and-making-peace-rights-of-afghan-women-and-peace-with-the-
taliban/. The data for this study was collected in Kabul, Balkh, Herat, Kandahar, Nangarhar and Bamyan 
provinces (18 districts).  
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The exclusion of diverse representation of women at the negotiations or, relegating the women who did 
attend some negotiations to only discuss women’s rights and not broader governance issues, is in 
contravention to widespread sentiment among Afghans regarding the place of women in society and the 
many conventions to which the Government of Afghanistan and its international donors are signatory, 
including UNSCR 1325. 
 
Life under Taliban rule since 2001 has been insufficiently documented and studied. However, the 
available information suggests that many feel pessimistic about the prospect of a Taliban-dominated 
government and see their options as either preparing to flee or being forced to comply with strict social 
rules.5 Recent information suggests that the majority of Afghans expect to see changes to women’s 
mobility as a result of peace with the Taliban (Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2: Likelihood of Changes to Women’s Mobility After Peace with Taliban 

 
Source: APPRO (2019) 
 
The debate regarding whether or not, and to what degree, there has been a softening in Taliban’s strict 
code of social conduct is unresolved. However, if a peace is negotiated with the Taliban without a prior 
discussion and agreement on the fundamental rights of the citizens, the reintegration of the Taliban into 
the current Afghan society will be, at best, challenging. 
 
The anxiety about a restrictive social and political regime after peace with the Taliban is expressed 
through the degree of unwillingness to vote for Taliban candidates in elections after a peace deal. As 
Figure 3 indicates, 65 percent of the women in rural districts and 77 percent of women in provincial 
centers would not vote for Taliban candidates in elections. Among men, 52 percent in rural areas and 66 
percent in urban areas would not vote for Taliban in elections. 
 

 
5  See, for example, Jackson, A. (2018). Life under the Taliban shadow government. Available from:  

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12269.pdf 
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Without an elaborate effort to reach out to the ordinary citizens, the Taliban will be hard pressed to win 
popular support and maintain peace. 
 
Figure 3: Willingness to Vote for Taliban Candidates 

 
Source: APPRO (2019) 
 
Two key aspects of reintegration after a peace deal are peace between civilians and former fighters, and 
the presence of former fighters in government and non-government structures. To increase the 
possibility of reintegration and, therefore, the likelihood of a peace deal to succeed, the Taliban would 
do well to articulate their vision of Afghan society in clearly elaborated terms rather than broad 
statements about the need for Afghanistan to become an Islamic Emirate. 

Civil Society and Peace Making 

A direct relationship has been established between inclusiveness of peace process and the durability of 
resultant peace (Table 1).6 
 
The inclusion of civil society in peace processes requires formal structures and provisions, including 
mechanisms for the selection of civil society representatives at peace talks and measures to ensure 
voice and legitimacy for civil society representatives.  
 
Where high-level talks fail or stall, an empowered civil society could act as catalyst for resumption of 
peace talks or initiate its own peace process by acting as facilitator in bringing together warring parties. 
 
 
 

 
6  Inclusive Security (undated). Nine Models for Inclusion of Civil Society in Peace Processes. Available from: 

https://www.inclusivesecurity.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/9-Models-for-Inclusive-Peace-Processes-w-
footers.pdf  



www.appro.org.af 8 

 
 
Table 1: Civil Society and Peace Processes 

Place of Conflict Role of Civil Society Years in Conflict Negotiation Period Peace Holding? 
Northern Ireland 
(UK) 

Direct representation in official 
negotiations 

Since early 20th 
Century 

1996 – 1998 Yes 

Guatemala Formal, non-binding advisory 
role 

36 Years 1994 – 1996 Yes 

Darfur  
(Sudan) 

Semi-official technical resource 
to negotiating teams 

18 Years 2004 – 2006 No 

South Africa Creating space for talks Since 1960s 1990 – 1993 Yes 
Mozambique Initiation and mediation of 

peace accords 
15 Years 1992 – 1994 Yes 

Sierra Leone Confidence-building between 
conflicting parties 

Since 1991 1997 – Ongoing No 

Liberia Mass mobilization for peace 2003 (latest) 2003 – Ongoing No 
Colombia Track II localized citizen-led 

peace agreements (followed by 
elected national government 
initiatives) 

Since 1960s 2012 – 2016 Yes 

Tajikistan Track II dialogue as basis for 
official negotiations 

1991-1993 1993 – 2003 Somewhat 

Source: Inclusive Security 
 
In the case of Afghanistan, two models of peace negotiations have significant relevance: Northern 
Ireland and Colombia. 

Northern Ireland 

A decades-long conflict was finally resolved when women from the two main sides of the conflict – 
Protestants supported by the British military forces and various Protestant paramilitary groups and 
Catholics supported by the paramilitary Irish Republican Army (IRA) and sympathizers from around the 
world – decided that they had to put an end to a conflict that had no clear winner and was wreaking 
havoc in both the Protestant and Catholic communities of Northern Ireland. 
 
In 1996, the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC) was founded to address the lack of a voice for 
women in politics, particularly in relation to the negotiations on peace in Northern Ireland and focusing 
on such issues as integrated education, integrated communities, advancement of women in political and 
public life, and support for victims of armed violence.  
 
In the famous words of Bronagh Hinds, a representative of NIWC at the 1996-98 peace negotiations, 
NIWC was successfully established because  
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…we noticed that there was going to be very few female voices around the table that was negotiating the 
future landscape for Northern Ireland. I think there was a recognition that more female voices could bring 
new perspectives and a positive dynamic. It was a momentum for change.7  

 
The women in NIWC played a vital role in creating spaces for cross-community dialogue before and after 
the peace agreement of 1998.  
 
The key elements of Northern Ireland’s peace agreement are as follows:8 
 
1. Political Trust and Cooperation: Local NGOs and civic leaders created an atmosphere of trust and 

political cooperation prior to and during the peace talks: 
 
• A citizens’ inquiry commission, “Initiative ’92”, encouraged community groups to begin thinking 

about the future and increased citizens’ engagement with the political process. 
• The “Peace and Reconciliation Group” mediated between British security forces and the Irish 

Republican Army in the city of Derry/Londonderry, leading to a de-escalation of violence. 
• Academics conducted “peace polls” to record public opinion on key substantive issues, which 

helped negotiators define what would be an acceptable agreement to the community at large. 
 
2. Representative Negotiations: Access to the negotiating table was through elections, to ensure 

public buy-in and representation of all main communities. The two-prong approach targeted: 
 

• Inclusion of potential spoilers, i.e., the more extreme political parties such as Sinn Fein (political 
wing of the IRA). For the first time, the all-party talks were based on the premise that “if you are 
part of the problem, you need to be part of the solution.” 

• A two-track electoral system: 
 
- 18 districts to elect 5 representatives each to the Northern Ireland Forum for Political 

Dialogue.  
- 20 at-large seats allocated to the 10 parties that received the most votes overall.  
- Each party to the Forum designated two representatives to the negotiating table. 

 
3. Direct Participation in Peace Talks: Women civil society leaders gathered the 10,000 signatures 

needed to form a cross-community political party, the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC). 
In the election, NIWC won two at-large seats in the Forum, and thus at the negotiating table. 

 
At the same time, prominent US government and NGO leaders advocated inclusion of women in the 
peace process. Local and international NGOs provided meeting space for the NIWC and held 
conferences and training events attended by NIWC members. 

 
The NIWC set up offices outside of the site of negotiations in order to be closer to its constituents. It also 
proposed a Civic Forum – comprised of business, trade union, and other civic representatives – to 

 
7  Bronagh Hinds, quoted in “Women and the Northern Ireland Peace Process” (2019), available from: 

https://www.rte.ie/culture/herstory/2019/0910/1075104-women-and-the-northern-ireland-peace-process/, 
accessed, November 20, 2019. 

8  From: Inclusive Security (undated). Nine Models for Inclusion of Civil Society in Peace Processes. 
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ensure inclusive participation throughout implementation of the agreement. The Civic Forum was 
included as part of the Good Friday Peace Agreement. 

Colombia 

Similar to Northern Ireland, the armed conflict between Furerzas Armadas Revolucionarios de Colombia 
(FARC) and the government and the armed conflict among a number of armed guerilla groups and FARC 
started in the 1960s rendering vast areas of the country as conflict zones and outside government 
control. Two tracks characterize Colombia’s route to a negotiated peace, one initiated locally in 1997 in 
the Municipality of Mogotes and the other at the national level in 2011 by the Government of Colombia. 
 
Mogotes Municipality was victim to both right-wing and left-wing guerilla fighters. In 1997, the residents 
in Mogotes began protesting and organizing to combat the violence after Mogotes’ newly elected mayor 
was kidnapped in a siege that killed five people. A pilgrimage of priests, nuns, and laypeople joined the 
protestors to show their support, while prayer groups discussed the crisis. The protestors resolved to: 
 
Reclaiming Popular Sovereignty through “project of liberation,” which espoused peace, poverty 
reduction, and anti-corruption. The following steps were taken to implement project liberation: 
 

• Organization: A Municipal Constituent Assembly (AMC) was formed, drawing on the notion of 
popular sovereignty with broad representation from trade unions, NGOs, business leaders, and 
local officials. The population of Mogotes was divided into 18 local assemblies in different zones 
of the municipality. These local assemblies elected delegates to the AMC. Two-thirds of AMC’s 
180 delegates were women. 

• Implementation: Decisions within the AMC were made by consensus first, or by a simple 
majority if consensus was not reached. An operational committee of 13 – also composed of 
diverse interest groups – oversaw the AMC and was in charge of disseminating public 
information about the assembly. 

• Protecting community against violence: The Mogotes initiative has served as a catalyst for 
community reconciliation in a previously polarized and violent society. Discussing violence 
openly has resulted in a significant decrease in incidents of violence. 

 
The municipality level initiative in Mogotes continued though remaining mostly local to Mogotes. In 
2011 a second initiative for peace was taken by the Government of Colombia through behind the scene 
approaches to FARC for a dialogue on peace and disarmament. The main characteristics of this national 
initiative were as follows. 
 
The secret meetings between the Colombian government and FARC in spring of 2011 led to a broad 
agreement in 2012 on the thematic issues of: 
 

• Rural development 
• Political participation 
• Ending conflict (including bilateral and definite ceasefire, cessation of hostilities, and surrender 

of weapons) 
• Solution to the drugs problem 
• Ratification of agreement 
• Implementation of the agreement and verification 
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The two sides also agreed to: 
 

• A referendum on the final peace agreement 
• De-escalation of conflict 
• Transitional and Restorative Justice to be applied to both sides 
• Trilateral mechanism (government, FARC and UN) for the verification and monitoring of a final 

ceasefire 
• Trilateral mechanism for implementing and monitoring disarmament of FARC 
• Constitutional amendment on “Humane and Non-discriminatory Treatment” of persons based 

on Article 3 of Geneva Conventions 
• Formation of a “National Political Pact” to include political parties, trade unions and civil society 

to guarantee to never again use weapons in pursuit of political goals. 

Lessons from Northern Ireland and Colombia 

The two models from Northern Ireland and Colombia, while initially successful, remain vulnerable to 
failure as a result of internal and external pressures. Both peace agreements have been threatened by 
disenchantments on both sides of the conflict. In both cases, former armed militants have threatened to 
take up arm again. 
 
The threats to the two agreement underline the importance of elaborate programs, backed up by 
adequate resources, to maintain the dialogue on peace, reintegrate former fighters, alleviate poverty, 
and combat corruption. 
 
Cooperation between warring parties to make peace is a function of a clear and freely admitted 
conclusion by each side that the continuation of the armed conflict is unlikely to produce an absolute 
winner and that both sides are in agreement to lessen the intensity of conflict as a means to reduce 
casualty and collateral damage to civilians. Reaching this conclusion requires a mature and open-minded 
perspective, and a belief in there being a "greater good” that serves and protects everyone. 
 
Negotiations based on a fundamental agreement on the greater good need to be as inclusive and 
transparent as possible regrading:  
 

• Who defines and decides on the greater good 
• What mechanisms can facilitate inclusive engagement of multiple stakeholders to define the 

greater good and whether there is a need for new mechanisms 
• Key factors that support or undermine the peace process 
 

The more inclusive a peace process, the more likely the sustenance of a peace deal beyond the initial 
agreement. 
 
Making sustainable peace requires time, commitment, effort, open-mindedness, perseverance, creative 
thinking, willingness to take risks, willingness for trade-offs, and open and transparent communication.  
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The most important condition for a peace process to yield results is the recognition by all sides of the 
conflict that fundamentalism and absolute positions, or multiple red lines, cannot be confronted with 
counter other forms of fundamentalisms and redlines.  

Implications for Afghanistan 

All parties with a stake in ending the war in Afghanistan must recognize that a peace process takes a 
minimum of three, and often more, years to yield results.  
 
The sustainability of a negotiated peace tends to be a function of the inclusivity of the process.  
 
The best-known peace agreements have had strong representative presence, and voice, from civil 
society and women (Table 1). 
 
Sustainable peace in Afghanistan needs, therefore, to be based on: 
 

• Inclusive Afghan-led and Afghan-owned peace and reconciliation processes; 
• Renunciation of violence by all sides by committing to ceasefire as a precondition for holding 

peace talks; 
• Breaking of all ties to all forms of international terrorism; 
• Respect for an inclusive and just constitution that includes clear provisions for fundamental 

rights of the citizens, particularly the most vulnerable such as women, children, and minorities; 
• Continued and inclusive dialogue between the warring parties at all levels from international, to 

national and sub-national; and 
• Support from international stakeholders for peace in Afghanistan.9  

Open Forum Highlights 

This section provides highlights from two segments of the Open Forum on Peace, held on November 18, 
2019 in Kabul, Afghanistan: Highlights from the panel and subsequent open discussion and mock 
consultation between civil society and supporters of Taliban.  
 
For the mock consultation, the participants were divided into two groups. The first group would act as 
civil society actors and the second group would act as Taliban representatives. Initially both sides 
defined their redlines among their group members and agreed on the issues they would consider 
negotiable. Each group was asked to make a presentation, starting with the negotiable positions. 

Panel and Open Discussion Highlights 

In inviting the panelists to speak, a request was made by the facilitators that their contributions and 
answers focus on issues within the boundaries of Afghanistan and, as much as possible, to avoid raising 
geopolitical factors. 

 
9  Adapted from European Union’s “Outcome of Proceedings (October 16, 2017), available from: 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/23921/st13098en17.pdf  
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Afghanistan is currently going through one of its most challenging periods, with a government that 
remains in power beyond its legislated mandate and a presidential election whose voters number a 
mere two million out of an estimated 10 million registered voters and whose outcome is likely to be 
highly contentious. In the midst of the uncertainty about the presidential election and its outcome, 
Afghans have also been preoccupied with whether and how the US-initiated peace talks with the Taliban 
will end.  
 
President Ghani’s government has remained at the sidelines of the many gatherings to discuss peace 
with the Taliban. Civil society at large has also been absent from the talks between the US and Taliban. 
The individuals from civil society including women’s rights activists and various governmental entities 
who have attended some of the talks readily agree that their presence was more symbolic than 
integrated and engaged. 
 
President Trump’s unpredictability in relation to the peace talks plays a major role in heightening the 
general uncertainty among Afghans about what the future holds for Afghanistan. 
 
Despite these major drivers of uncertainty, there is significant hope and expectation that there are 
myriad roles that could be played by civil society in relation to peace. Some argue that a strong enough 
sentiment for peace from civil society would not go unheeded by the US government or the Taliban. 
One key challenge Afghanistan faces in this regard is the almost institutionalized uncollaborative 
characteristics of relations among civil society organizations.10  
 
In Afghanistan, accomplishment by a civil society organization or NGO on any front is envied by other 
civil society organizations, to the extent that sometimes steps are taken to bring disrepute to the 
successful organization through allegations of misconduct or, worse, corruption. To paraphrase an old 
adage, making peace should begin at home. 
 
To increase cohesion and generate a unifying voice from civil society in peace negotiations, there is 
broad agreement that much work needs to be done by civil society itself, and preferably, supported by 
multiple stakeholders. Afghanistan’s civil society needs to intensify its efforts to parallel political peace 
deal making with social peace making, among civil society organizations and among segments of the 
population from diverse backgrounds. 
 
High level peace negotiations, such as those held since late 2018, need to recognize the genuine worries 
and anxieties of women, youth, and religious and ethnic minorities about a new Taliban rule along the 
same fundamental lines as their rule during 1996 – 2001. Vast swathes of the generation of Afghans that 
have come of age since 2001 will have, at best, a difficult time to endure the strict authoritarian rule 
being propagated by the Taliban, including during the recent peace talks. 
 
Referring to the experience of peace negotiations in Northern Ireland, one of the panelists related a 
story of how representatives of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC) forced male negotiators 
of warring sides into a room behind locked doors and would not let them out until the men came to an 
agreement. For a civil society organization such as NIWC to take this step, a pre-condition is being 
empowered, legitimate, recognized and respected by the negotiators. Afghan women party to peace 

 
10 This lack of willingness to collaborate and provide mutual support was clearly apparent at the Open Forum on 

November 18, when a number of major NGOs with rights-based mandates chose not to attend. 
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talks on Afghanistan would need to have legitimacy and authority, and respect enjoyed similar to that of 
the women in NIWC. 
 
Peace to end the decades’ long conflict of Afghanistan, as with all other long conflicts, is likely to take a 
number of years – at a minimum three years. Even when a peace agreement is reached, there are 
multiple threats to the sustainability of peace from sources beyond the control of the parties to the 
peace agreement. The peace agreement in Northern Ireland in 1997 has come under new threat due to 
issues relating to membership of the European Union while in Colombia there are worries that the 
opposition group, FARC, may resume taking up arms due to dissatisfaction with the post-peace process. 
 
Experience from other peace processes shows a direct relationship between inclusiveness of the peace 
process and the sustainability of the peace deal. The experience also shows that the presence and full 
representation of women in the peace process is indispensable to sustainable peace. Organized women 
have demonstrated time and again that they can bring opposing sides of a conflict together to start 
negotiations and when talks break down, to resume talks. Women in these situations have acted beyond 
merely raising women’s rights and have been active stakeholders in resolving multiple issues such as 
reintegration, poverty alleviation and anticorruption.  
 
The type of government under a peace deal with the Taliban was raised as an issue that required more 
attention. What is known about the type of government preferred by the Taliban tends to be general in 
that the Taliban want an emirate instead of republic and that their rule of law and social order would be 
based on the sharia. It has also been noted that Afghanistan’s constitution and laws are not accepted by 
the Taliban despite the fact that the Constitution and related laws are based on Islamic values and 
principles.11  This lack of further detail on the specific characteristics and implications, particularly for 
women and minorities, of an emirate based on sharia law is a major source of worry for civil society 
organizations and large swathes of the citizens more broadly. 
 
Given this level of ambiguity in what a government under peace with the Taliban entails, it is all the 
more urgent that women who attend peace talks with the Taliban in any capacity, must move beyond 
seeking assurances about women’s rights in the abstract and instead ask questions on such issues as 
social justice and fundamental rights of men and women and political, economic and social participation 
regardless of sex, religion and ethnicity.  
 
At a strategic level, there is recognition that the United States wants to stop its longest war and that it 
cannot remain in Afghanistan indefinitely. However, given all the effort and funding allocated to bringing 
order to Afghanistan in the aftermath of 2001, and given how large segments of the population have re-
entered social, economic and political life as a result of efforts by the United States and other 
international donors, the least Afghans must expect of the international donors is that if they wish to 
withdraw, they should withdraw responsibly and with accountability to Afghan people. 
 
Despite the lack of inclusiveness of the talks between the United States and the Taliban, the talks 
present an opportunity for multiple actors from civil society to have their say on peace with the Taliban. 
Much needs to be done to relay sentiments, worries and demands of civil society in a coherent voice to 
the negotiators from both sides. However, time is of essence and the sooner civil society in its entirety 
organizes itself to speak with one voice, the more likely it is that the US and Taliban negotiators will take 
notice. 

 
11 See, https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/why-the-taleban-should-read-the-afghan-constitution/ 
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Events such as this Open Forum on Peace must be multiplied, held frequently, include the sub-national 
level events and, as much as possible, attended by all segments of civil society. Multiple and frequent 
events on the topic of peace with the Taliban will increase cohesion among civil society organizations 
and mutual respect and trust among civil society, government representatives and, ultimately the 
Taliban. It should not be inconceivable that events such as this forum on peace today will have 
representation at some point in future from the Taliban to discuss peace with civil society. 
 
Efforts to increase the inclusiveness of peace negotiations must go beyond Kabul to all regions of 
Afghanistan. In addition to holding multi-stakeholder forums in Kabul, there will need to be similar 
forums in all provincial capitals and community-level consultations in as many remote and rural districts 
as possible. The local-level community leaders, though unelected, can play a major role in unifying 
communities in their resolve to become part of the broader peace agenda. The community-initiated 
peace march originating in Helmand and women’s groups that participated in the national peace jirga 
are examples of a potential for the creation of a national peace movement with local roots. 
 
Given the local-level interest in peace and the potential for involvement in discourse on peace, every 
effort needs to be made to go beyond handpicking women or men from Kabul to represent civil society. 
Instead, every effort should be made to draw in representatives at the community level to provide input 
on the peace process and participate in peace negotiations. 
 
Involving civil society in peace process requires investment in the capacity of the individuals who attend 
peace negotiations. As one panelist put it, level of education, work experience, being part of civil society 
or being connected should not be the criteria for the selection of civil society participants in peace talks 
with the Taliban. When the Taliban send their skillful, senior negotiators to negotiate, the men and 
women chosen from civil society to attend these negotiations need to have comparable negotiation 
skills and legitimacy to negotiate trade-offs.  
 
A second key point about who from civil society should attend peace negotiations with the Taliban is the 
representativeness of the attendees. Afghanistan has a long tradition of governance structures such as 
jirgas and shuras and local level community leadership representatives such as maliks and woluswals. If 
it is not possible to hold local level elections to select community representatives, efforts should be 
made to utilize traditional governance arrangements to select peace negotiators that have constituency, 
legitimacy and some degree of representation. 
 
The opportunity to participate in the peace talks is not likely to be readily granted to civil society 
representatives by the organizers of the current peace talks. The impetus for inclusion of civil society 
must come from civil society through efforts on multiple fronts including petitions, demonstrations, and 
media-centered activities to draw attention to the need for inclusion and to provide contents for peace 
talks as a means to influence the agenda of these talks. Inclusive participation would require breaking 
the monopoly of peace talks among traditional foes, i.e., the Mujahedeen, Taliban, and US military 
forces.  
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Mock Consultation Highlights 

The participants were asked to choose between two groups, civil society group or supporter of Taliban. 
Each group was asked to document, to the best of their members’ knowledge, the redlines (non-
negotiable) and the blue lines (negotiable) for peace talks. 
 
The civil society group produced a long list of non-negotiable issues as follows: 
 
- Changes to the 2004 Constitution, particularly the provisions on: 

o Human rights 
o Full rights in access to basic services such as health education 
o Right to work 
o Gender equality 
o Political, economic and social participation 
o Protection against discrimination based on language, ethnicity, and religion 

- Changes to gains made since 2001 
- Changes to the status of Afghanistan as a republic 
 
The blue (negotiable) lines consisted of: 
- Release of Taliban prisoners 
- Power sharing with the Taliban 
- Hijab 
- Full departure of international military forces from Afghanistan 

 
The group representing the Taliban had the following redlines, or non-negotiable positions: 
 
- Full departure of international military forces from Afghanistan 
- Full implementation of Sharia Law in all aspects of life 
- Changing Afghanistan from a republic to an emirate 

 
The blue, negotiable, positions were: 
 
- Permission for women to work (with conditions) 
- Permission for women to continue education (with conditions) 

 
When the facilitator asked the Taliban side about their position on elections, the response was that 
under Sharia elections for government are not provisioned and, therefore, an emirate under the Taliban 
would not have elections. In an emirate, a council of prominent religious figures would appoint leaders 
and their successors.  
 
A number of conclusions may be drawn from this exercise. 
 
First, asking the two sides to list their respective red and blue lines was interpreted by most of the 
participants from both sides as a list of demands, rather than positions of principle separated according 
to what could be negotiated and what was off the table. 
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Second, whereas the civil society group provided a detailed list of positions and demands, the Taliban 
side provided much broader positions and demands. This lack of detail on the Taliban’s positions may be 
due to a general lack of information about what the vision of Taliban for Afghanistan entails in detail. 
 
Third, even in a mock debate there appears to be tensions between the two groups. Once the red and 
blue lines had been stated by the two groups, the facilitator asked the two sides to make a short 
presentation on what they were willing to discuss, based on their blue lines. Very quickly, the discussion 
became an argument about positions on either side being untenable.  
 
Fourth, there appears to be a strong tendency to link Afghanistan’s many issues to geopolitics and the 
role of regional players. The civil society side accused the Taliban side of being agents of Pakistan while 
the Taliban side responded that the government and civil society were stooges of the Americans. 

Conclusion 

Comparing the essence of what was presented by the two sides in the mock consultation with the 
agreements in principle made in the cases of Northern Ireland and Colombia reveals a striking difference 
in substance. In the case of Northern Ireland, the framework for holding peace talks was based on the 
three main components of “Political Trust and Cooperation”, “Representative Negotiations”, and “Direct 
Participation [by civil society] in Peace Talks.”  
 
In the case of Colombia, the agreement in principle setting the framework for peace talks consisted of 
“Rural Development”, “Political Participation”, “Ending Conflict”, “Solution to the Drugs Problem”, 
“Ratification of [peace] Agreement”, and “Implementation of the Agreement and Verification” (see 
above). In Colombia the two sides also agreed to putting any peace agreement reached to a referendum 
and, if peace held, to start a process of transitional and restorative justice. One final key element of 
Colombia’s peace framework was the amendment to the Constitution on “Humane and Non-
discriminatory Treatment” of persons based on Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions.  
 
Based on the information available about the peace talks between the United States and the Taliban, 
one can state with much certainty that there is no clear framework for peace, only an expressed desire 
by the United States to withdraw its forces from Afghanistan and as quickly as possible. None of the 
peace framework elements present in the Northern Ireland and Colombia cases has been present in the 
talks between the United States and the Taliban to date. There has also been no communication about a 
framework existing for these talks or one being planned for future talks. 
 
Quite apart from the natural disorder that sets in in negotiations without frameworks, efforts by the 
excluded to participate are likely to be seen as a nuisance rather than an indispensable element of 
sustainable peace. 
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Ways Forward 

The structured way to go about initiating open forums on peace would benefit from a rapid assessment 
along the lines of the World Bank’s “Recovery and Peace Building Assessment” (RPBA).12 Two of the 
main priorities in RPBAs are: a) to provide an inclusive process to support political dialogue and 
participation of stakeholders and, b) coordinate international support through a joint exercise and 
monitoring system. A RPBA will generate a broad range of immediate, medium- and long-term needs 
across the humanitarian, security, political, peace building and socio-economic development spectrum. 
Findings from a RPBA exercise will generate much of the substance currently missing from the peace 
talks on Afghanistan. 
 
Holding multi-stakeholder forums similar to the one organized by NAC-PP on November 18, 2019 on a 
regular basis to discuss and debate how peace could be achieved in Afghanistan can go a long way in 
generating trust among multiple stakeholders. Another significant outcome of such events is that they 
would serve as de facto confidence building exercises. A third outcome is likely to be consensus on what 
civil society needs to exert itself in the peace process or, in the least, be heard. The needs may include 
training – particularly in negotiation and diplomacy, collective lobbying, generating evidence on the 
hopes and anxieties of the citizens about peace through research and monitoring, and outreach through 
various forms of communiqué. 
 
Multi-stakeholder forums must go beyond Kabul or major cities of Afghanistan to include community-
level forums. As much as possible, all such efforts at sub-national levels should be carried out in 
coordination with and through pre-existing traditional governance structures such as multi-level and 
multi-purpose jirgas and shuras. 
 
A possible outcome of regular open forums on peace is increased interest by the warring parties, 
particularly the US and Taliban but also other stakeholders, in the outcomes and recommendations of 
such forums. Regular open forums on peace could, ultimately, result in real time discussion and debate 
between formal Taliban representatives and civil society, a pre-requisite for sustainable peace in 
Afghanistan. 

Recommendations 

1. The Government of Afghanistan, in close collaboration and consultation with civil society 
organizations, local community leaders and international community should initiate a process to 
develop a peace framework. 

2. The Government of Afghanistan, the United States and other international donors, and the Taliban 
must declare their negotiating positions as manifestos, agendas, or, at a minimum, redlines and 
issues over which they are willing to make concessions. 

3. The multi-partite declarations should form the basis for an intra-Afghan peace dialogue. 

 
12 RPBA is a partnership framework supported by the European Union, United Nations and the World Bank. For 

more information, see: https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/fragilityconflictviolence/brief/recovery-and-peace-
building-assessments and https://ec.europa.eu/fpi/what-we-do/recovery-and-peacebuilding-assessments-
rpbas_en  
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4. The United States and the Taliban should make provisions to make peace negotiations inclusive, 
particularly of civil society and government representatives. 

5. Civil society organizations must carry out a critical self-assessment of their capacity needs in 
reference to conflict resolution, peace negotiations and diplomacy. 

6. National and international entities with capacity building mandates must invest in developing tailor-
made courses for conflict resolution, peace negotiations and diplomacy suitable for Afghanistan. 

7. Events such as the Open Forum on peace should be replicated as much as possible as a means to 
share knowledge sharing, increase awareness and create spaces for exchange of ideas and debates.  

 


