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THE US and Nato decision at Lisbon on Nov 20 to end a combat role in Afghanistan by 2014 surprises nobody. The results of a poll conducted by Asia Foundation were released on Nov 9 by Katharine Houreld of the Associated Press. 
An overwhelming majority of Afghans support the government`s efforts to negotiate peace with Taliban insurgents. Some 83 per cent of Afghan adults back efforts to secure the country through negotiations with armed, anti-government groups. Support for a peace process is highest in areas where fighting is the most intense with 89 per cent of Afghans in the east and 85 per cent in the southeast and northwest backing reconciliation talks.

The US-led forces have been permitting the movement of senior Taliban leaders to attend the initial informal peace talks in Kabul. President Obama needs peace in Afghanistan by November 2012 for a renewal of his tenancy of the White House.

For their own reasons, the Taliban are also keen on a settlement though they will drive a hard bargain since their fortunes are now on the rise. A statement signed by Qari Mohammad Yousuf Ahmad “spokesman of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan” and addressed to “Messrs American Congressmen” was e-mailed to the Agence-France Press in Kabul on Nov 7. It asked the US Congress to send a “fact-finding mission” to Afghanistan to investigate what he called the lies and propaganda spread by American chiefs to prolong the war.

The Taliban are thus prepared for parleys with them; and they are against prolonging the war. The Taliban`s main aim was to remove any impression given to American leaders by their military that the surge was succeeding. See the “ground realities” for yourself, they asked.

The AFP reported “in the past year, Taliban influence has spread across the country from their bastion in the south, where the war is concentrated, and momentum has been widely seen to have turned in their favour”. The Economist

The resurgence began in 2006. Four years later, even sceptics recognise their strength. The most notable among them, , conceded (Oct 30) that “In the past five years, the Taliban have been getting stronger, not weaker. Nobody now thinks that they can be defeated; so they must be somehow co-opted. Nor is a negotiated settlement as unattractive an option as it once seemed. The group that once harboured the perpetrators of 9/11 no longer poses a direct threat to America and its allies. Their leadership, partly based in Pakistan`s province of Balochistan, is believed no longer to have close ties to Al Qaeda”.

The sceptics of old have now begun to discern differences between the Taliban and Al Qaeda which they had persistently denied for long. The realities can no longer be ignored. A visiting scholar reported in September that “the Taliban momentum is clear”. They are tightening their hold around the capital and international NGOs are increasingly dealing directly with them.

Karzai`s conditions for peace are: acceptance of the constitution; laying down, as distinct from surrender, of arms; end to violence and detachment from Al Qaeda.

The Taliban`s foremost demand is withdrawal of all foreign forces; removal of the organisation and its leaders from the US sanctions list, release of all political prisoners and ceasefire. There is every room for diplomacy. The constitution can be amended by mutual agreement and withdrawal of foreign troops can be synchronised with progress on the political front. The issues of power-sharing and Al Qaeda will not be easy to resolve, though.

Western assessments of the Al Qaeda are changing. It is seen as an amorphous Arab body with global pretensions as against the nationalistic Pakhtun Taliban. The director-general of the prestigious International Institute for Strategic Studies in London, John Chipman, reported recently that “senior American officials confirm that Al Qaeda is hardly present in Afghanistan”.

The exceptionally well-informed correspondent Arnaud de Borchgrave has revealed that when he met the Taliban`s chief Mullah Omar shortly before 9/11, he was “stunned by the hostility” he expressed for Osama Bin Laden. In the late 1990s, Mullah Omar tried to crack down on Bin Laden`s activities.

After 9/11, the issue acquired added urgency. On Sept 20, the Ulema Council in Kabul recommended that Bin Laden be asked to leave the country “voluntarily”. David Ottaway and Joe Stephens of reported that a US Taliban deal fell through because of the US “demand that Bin Laden face trial in the US”. Earlier, President George Bush “rejected another Taliban offer to give up Bin Laden to a neutral third country”. Apparently, even “a gift carpet for Bush from Omar” in March did not impress him.That the US is paying for its arrogance and criminal folly is no consolation. The people of Afghanistan have suffered enormously because of the US military venture. The least it can do is to help in the parleys.

The writer is an author and a lawyer.
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