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Disclaimer 

 

This report was written according to the EASO COI Report Methodology (2012) (1). The report 
is based on carefully selected sources of information. All sources used are referenced. To the 
extent possible and unless otherwise stated, all information presented, except for undisputed 
or obvious facts, has been crosschecked. 

 

The information contained in this report has been researched, evaluated and analysed with 
utmost care. However, this document does not claim to be exhaustive. If a particular event, 
person or organisation is not mentioned in the report, this does not mean that the event has 
not taken place or that the person or organisation does not exist. 

 

Furthermore, this report is not conclusive as to the determination or merit of any particular 
claim to refugee status or asylum. Terminology used should not be regarded as indicative of 
a particular legal position. 

 

ΨRefugeeΩ, ΨriskΩ and similar terminology are used as a generic terminology and not as legally 
defined in the EU Asylum Acquis and the Geneva Convention. 

 

Neither EASO nor any person acting on its behalf may be held responsible for the use which 
may be made of the information contained in this report. 

 

The target users are asylum caseworkers, COI researchers, policymakers, and decision-making 
authorities. 

 

The drafting of this report was finalised on 27 November 2017. Any event taking place after 
this date is not included in this report. More information on the reference period for this 
report can be found in the methodology section of the introduction. 

                                                           
(1) The EASO methodology is largely based on the Common EU Guidelines for processing Country of Origin 
Information (COI), 2008, and can be downloaded from the EASO website: http://www.easo.europa.eu. 

http://www.easo.europa.eu/


6 τ EASO COI Report AFGHANISTAN.  Individuals targeted by armed actors in the conflict 

Glossary and Abbreviations 

 

AAN Afghanistan Analysts Network  

AGEs Anti-Government Elements: UNAMA 
defines Ψ!ƴǘƛ-DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 9ƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ as all 
individuals and armed groups involved in 
armed conflict with or armed opposition 
against the Government of Afghanistan 
and/or international military forces. They 
include those who idŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀǎ Ψ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩ ŀǎ 
well as individuals and non-State organised 
armed groups taking a direct part in 
hostilities and assuming a variety of labels 
including the Haqqani Network, Hezb-e 
Islami, Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan 
(IMU), Islamic Jihad Union, Lashkari 
Tayyiba, Jaysh Muhammed, groups 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ΨDaeshΩ (Islamic 
State) and other militia and armed groups 
pursuing political, ideological or economic 
objectives including armed criminal groups 
directly engaged in hostile acts on behalf of 
a party to the conflict 

AIHRC Afghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission  

ALP Afghan Local Police; a security initiative to 
include armed militias in the police force, 
under the auspices of the Ministry of the 
Interior. 

Amir al-Mu minin  ΨCommander of the BelieversΩΦ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴ 
leader 

ANSF Afghan National Security Forces, including 
Afghan National Army (ANA), Afghan 
National Police (ANP) and National 
Directorate of Security (NDS)  

AREU Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit 

Daesh See ISKP 

Dar ul hifaz School specialised in teaching 
memorisation of the Quran by heart 

Ghost teachers Educators that ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǳǇ ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ 
ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻΩǎ ǎŀƭŀǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƻŎƪŜǘŜŘ ōȅ 
themselves or by others, without actual 
performance 

Haqqani Network An armed insurgent movement under the 
leadership of Sirajuddin Haqqani, based in 
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south-east Afghanistan and North 
Waziristan (Pakistan) 

Hezb-e Islami Afghan opposition movement of which the 
main faction is led by Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar, which signed a peace accord 
with the Afghan government in 2016 

IDP Internally Displaced Person 

IMU Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, Islamist 
armed group with initial focus on Central 
Asia, but also active in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan 

Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan The Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan was the 
state in Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001 
under the Taliban regime. The Taliban still 
uses this name 

ISK or ISKP Islamic State in Khorasan Province; affiliates 
of ISIL based in Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
Often referred to as Daesh in Afghanistan  

Istakhbarati Karwan Targeting teams of the Taliban. 

Jihad ΨIƻƭȅ ²ŀǊΩΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
insurgency against the communist regime 
and Soviet occupation (1979-89) 

Jihadi The fighters from the insurgency against 
the communist regime and Soviet 
occupation (1979-89) are still referred to as 
mujahideen or jihadi 

Jirga A gathering of tribal elders 

Kangaroo court Extrajudicial tribunal 

Layeha Taliban code of conduct 

Maktab Government supported school 

Madrassa Islamic religious school 

Mullah Islamic cleric (teachers and preachers) who 
studied in a madrassa. In Afghanistan, they 
are very prevalent outside the cities and 
usually the single religious authority in a 
village. They can often read Arabic and the 
Quran 

NDS National Directorate of Security, 
!ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ 

NUG National Unity Government; a coalition 
government formed after the 2014 
elections with Ashraf Ghani as President 
and Abdullah Abdullah as CEO 
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Rahbari Shura The Leadership Council, the overall decision 
making body of the Taliban 

Saranwal State prosecutor or attorney 

Sharia Islamic law, used and interpreted by the 
schools of jurisprudence (Hanafi, Hanbali, 
aŀƭƛƪƛΣ {ƘŀŦƛƛ ŀƴŘ WŀΩŦŀǊƛ). Art. 130 of the 
Afghan Constitution designates Hanafi 
jurisprudence as the default one 

Shura Community council 

SIGAR Special Inspector General for Afghanistan 
Reconstruction; an independent oversight 
body on US-funded reconstruction 
programs 

Taliban Armed Islamic insurgent movement in 
Afghanistan under the leadership of Mullah 
Haibatullah Akhundzada and the Rahbari 
Shura. The movement originated in the 
Afghan refugee communities in Pakistan 
and in Kandahar in the Mujahideen era 
(1980s and 90s), took control of Kabul in 
1996 and, by 2001, controlled most of the 
country. See also: Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan  

Twelver Largest Shia Muslim branch;   The term 
'Twelver' is based on the belief that twelve 
male descendants from the family of the 
prophet Muhammad, starting with Ali ibn 
Abi-Talib and ending with Muhammad al-
Mahdi, are Imams who have religious and 
political authority. The twelfth last Imam, 
the Mahdi, is still alive, lives in occultation 
and will reappear 

Ulema Body of Muslim scholars who are 
recognised as having specialist knowledge 
of Islamic law and theology 

UNAMA United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan 

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees 

UNOCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs 

USIP United States Institute for Peace 

Voice of Jihad Official news website of the Islamic Emirate 
of Afghanistan, or, the Taliban 
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Warlord A military leader with autonomy and 
capability of exercising control by force in a 
territory. 
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Introduction 

 

This report was drafted by COI officers from the COI sector of the Information and Analysis 
Unit in the European Asylum Support Office (EASO). To cover all topic areas of the Terms of 
Reference, EASO created two COI reports: One covering targeting directly related to the 
armed actors in the conflict and another for targeting linked to broader societal issues.  

This report covers topics on individuals targeted by armed actors within the context of the 
conflict in Afghanistan. This report is written in conjunction with a report on targeting of 
individuals in society titled, EASO COI Report - Afghanistan: Individuals targeted under societal 
and legal norms (2). 

 

Terms of Reference 

The report aims to provide relevant information for the assessment of international 
protection status determination (PSD, including refugee status and subsidiary protection).  

The terms of reference of this report were defined by EASO based on discussions held and 
input received from policy experts in EU+ countries3 and UNHCR within the framework of a 
Country Guidance Network pilot exercise to develop a Country Guidance Note on Afghanistan. 
The report was drafted for the purpose of developing a chapter on the application of Refugee 
Status and Subsidiary Protection (a and b). 

On targeting by insurgents, this report primarily focusses on targeting by the Taliban, with a 
separate subchapter for the Islamic State in Khorasan Province group (ISKP) and the Islamic 
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU). These three groups are deemed the main insurgent groups 
active in Afghanistan, and their targeting to some extend is representative of most of the 
insurgent targeting taking place in Afghanistan.  

On the side of the (pro-)government actors in the conflict, this report looks into their conduct 
towards those suspected of being an anti-government element, and towards journalists and 
humanitarian workers. 

Terms of Reference for this report can be found in Annex II: Terms of Reference. 

 

Methodology 

 

The information is a result of desk research of public, specialised paper-based and electronic 
sources until 27 November 2017. In addition, during the research, EASO researchers 
conducted extensive interviews with the following sources: 

 

¶ Borhan Osman, a former journalist with Pajhwok and researcher/analyst with the 
Kabul-based Afghanistan Analysts Network. Now Osman is a senior analyst at the 
International Crisis Group. He specialises in insurgent groups and armed conflict in 
Afghanistan. His research and reporting has mostly been based on fieldwork across 
Afghanistan. 

                                                           
(2) EASO, Country of Origin Information Report Afghanistan. Individuals targeted under societal and legal norms, 
December 2017 (url). 
(3) All EU Member States plus Norway and Switzerland.  

https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/Afghanistan_targeting_society.pdf
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¶ Abubakar Siddique, a senior correspondent specializing in coverage of Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, and the editor of RFE/RL's ΨGandharaΩ website. In addition to his 
reporting, Siddique speaks frequently at prominent Western think tanks and has 
contributed articles, chapters, and research papers to a range of publications. 
Siddique is also the author of The Pashtun Question: The Unresolved Key to the 
Future of Pakistan and Afghanistan (2014). 
 

¶ Anand Gopal, program fellow with the International Security Program at New 
America Foundation. Gopal is also a journalist with over ten years of experience in 
Afghanistan, writing for the Wall Street Journal, Christian Science Monitor, HarperΩs 
Magazine and other media outlets. He is also the author of the book No Good Men 
Among the Living: America, the Taliban and the War Through Afghan Eyes (2014). 

 

To verify whether the writers respected the EASO COI Report Methodology, a peer review was 
carried out by COI specialists from the departments listed as reviewers in the 
Acknowledgements section. In addition, a review of the report was carried out by Dr. Neamat 
Nojumi, a scholar on Central and Southwest Asia and senior policy analyst on Afghanistan. 
The Human Rights Service at the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 
(UNAMA) reviewed all content. All comments made by the reviewers were taken into 
consideration and most of them were implemented in the final draft of this report. EASO 
performed the final quality review and edited the text. This quality process led to the inclusion 
of some additional information, in response to feedback received during the respective 
reviews, until 27 November 2017.  
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Map of Afghanistan 

 

 

Map 1: Afghanistan - administrative divisions, source: UN OCHA © United Nations 
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1. Insurgent targeting of civilians 

 

1.1 Modus Operandi of the Taliban 
 

1.1.1 Formal structure of Taliban 

 

In 2015, the UN Security Council published the following regarding the structure of the Taliban 
movement, based on Taliban messages (4): 

1. The Taliban central structure consists of: 

A. Office of Amir al-Mu minin (ΨCommander of the BelieversΩ): the leader of the Taliban 
movement. This office oversees the leadership council, the judiciary, the executive 
commissions and other administration organs. According to the US Council on Foreign 
Relations (CFR): ΨThe Taliban's leader has the power to appoint, shuffle, and sack shadow 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊǎ ƻŦ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎΣ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǉǳŀŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ (5). Under 
the leader, there are two deputies (6). (See 1.1.2 Taliban leadership and degree of unity) 

B. The leadership council or Rahbari Shura: According to the BBC, this council is ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ 
for strategy, policy and overall decision making. [and is] [m]ade up of ex-Taliban ministers, 
ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘǎΣ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊǎΣ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΩ (7). This council is also 
commonly referred to as the Quetta Shura (8).  

This council has 18-20 members (9). However, Harvard University Fellow, Michael Semple, an 
Afghanistan expert on human rights with more than 20 years of experience in the country, 
states that 

ΨInsofar as there are ever any meetings that conform to the title Rehbari shura 
(leadership council), there are occasional meetings of a relatively stable group of a 
dozen or so senior figure who convene to consider sensitive issues. But the peer group 
with occasional input into decision making is rather larger and less stable in 
compositionΩ (10).  

According to a 2017 report by Dr. Antonio Giustozzi, an independent researcher and visiting 
proŦŜǎǎƻǊ ŀǘ YƛƴƎΩǎ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ŀƴŘ author of several articles, papers and books on the 
Taliban, there is more than one shura leading the Taliban. Next to the Quetta Shura, there is 
a Shura of the North, headquartered in Badakhshan, a Mashhad Shura, based in Iran and the 
Rasool Shura, or High Council of the Islamic Emirate, reportedly based in Farah. None of these 
recognise the leadership of the Quetta Shura. Yet at times, there seems to be some sort of 

                                                           
(4) UN Security Council, Letter dated 18 August 2015 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee established 
pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council, 26 August 2015 (url), pp. 
19-21. 
(5) CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url). 
(6) Ruttig, T., The New Taleban Deputy Leaders: Is there an obvious successor to Akhtar Mansur?, 10 February 2016 
(url); CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url). 
(7) BBC News, Who are the Taliban?, 26 May 2016 (url). 
(8) CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url); Farrell, T. and Semple, M., Ready for Peace? The Afghan Taliban after a decade of 
War, January 2017 (url), p. 5. 
(9) BBC News, Who are the Taliban?, 26 May 2016 (url); UN Security Council, Letter dated 18 August 2015 from the 
Chair of the Security Council Committee established pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President 
of the Security Council, 26 August 2015 (url), pp. 19-21. 
(10) Semple, M., Rhetoric, Ideology and Organizational Structure of the Taliban Movement, 5 January 2015 (url ), p. 
19. 

http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2015_648.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/terrorist-organizations-and-networks/taliban/p35985?#!/p35985
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/the-new-taleban-deputy-leaders-is-there-an-obvious-successor-to-akhtar-mansur/
https://www.cfr.org/terrorist-organizations-and-networks/taliban/p35985?#!/p35985
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-south-asia-11451718
https://www.cfr.org/terrorist-organizations-and-networks/taliban/p35985?#!/p35985
https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/201701_bp_ready_for_peace.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-south-asia-11451718
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2015_648.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/PW102-Rhetoric-Ideology-and-Organizational-Structure-of-the-Taliban-Movement.pdf
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coordination or cooperation between these Shuras. Under the Quetta Shura, two networks, 
the Peshawar Shura and the Miran Shah Shura, or Haqqani network, operate partly 
independently, while recognising the authority of the Quetta Shura (11).  

C. The Taliban courts and judges. These are mobile and static courts in areas where insurgents 
maintain a significant presence (12).  

2. Taliban commissions and ΨorgansΩ: These are independent directorates (13) and can be 
considered a cabinet of ministers (14). It functions de facto ŀǎ Ψa shadow government that 
mirrors the structure of its toppled regime and attempts to portray the movement as a 
government-in-ŜȄƛƭŜΩ ό15). According to a 2017 BBC report from Helmand, the idea that a 
government should provide public services, such as healthcare and education, is now 
expected by the people, and accepted by the Taliban (16). According to the 2015 UN Security 
Council report (17), these are the Taliban commissions: 

1. Military commission  
2. Political commission 
3. Cultural commission 
4. Financial and economic commission 
5. Health commission 
6. Education commission  
7. Outreach and guidance commission  
8. tǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ  
9. Non-governmental organization commission  
10. Organ for the prevention of civilian casualties 
11. hǊƎŀƴ ŦƻǊ aŀǊǘȅǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ  
12. Organ for collecting and organizing special revenue 

The Military commission claims to have its own terms of reference and organises training of 
Taliban forces (18). According to the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), there are two military 
commissions, one based in Quetta, the other based in Peshawar (19). According to other 
sources, there are two more military councils: one based in Miran Shah, North Waziristan, 
corresponding to the Haqqani Network, and one in Gerdi Jangal, Baluchistan (20). 

According to UNAMA, the Taliban established an ΨIndependent Organ of the Islamic Emirate 
for the Prevention of Civilian Casualties and Enquiry of GrievancesΩ, as an independent 

                                                           
(11ύ DƛǳǎǘƻȊȊƛΣ !ΦΣ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΥ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ но !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмт όurl), pp. 6, 11. 
(12) CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url). 
(13) UN Security Council, Letter dated 18 August 2015 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee established 
pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council, 26 August 2015 (url), pp. 
19-21. 
(14) BBC News, Who are the Taliban?, 26 May 2016 (url). 
(15) CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url). 
(16) BBC News, Taliban territory: Life in Afghanistan under the militants [video], 7 June 2017 (url). 
(17) UN Security Council, Letter dated 18 August 2015 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee established 
pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council, 26 August 2015 (url), pp. 
19-20. 
(18) UN Security Council, Letter dated 18 August 2015 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee established 
pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council, 26 August 2015 (url), pp. 
19-21. 
(19) CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url); Semple, M., Rhetoric, Ideology and Organizational Structure of the Taliban 
Movement, 5 January 2015 (url ), p. 18.  
(20) Landinfo, Temanotat Afghanistan: Taliban ς organisasjon, kommunikasjon og sanksjoner (del I), 16 June 2016 
(url), p. 16; Roggio, B., ISAF targets Quetta military shura leader in southern Afghanistan, 21 January 2011 (url); 
Roggio, B., LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜ YƘƻǊŀǎŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƳƛǊ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ƛƴ ¦{ ǊŀƛŘ, 28 April 2017 (url) [comment section]. 

http://landinfo.no/asset/3589/1/3589_1.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/terrorist-organizations-and-networks/taliban/p35985?#!/p35985
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2015_648.pdf
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commission, in addition to the above mentioned commissions (21). See 1.1.5.1 Restrictions for 
more information. 

3. Field commanders and shadow governors (22). The Military commission appoints, 
according to the UN Security Council, provincial shadow governors, deputy shadow governors 
for all 34 provinces, district shadow governors, and in each district, group commanders and 
squad leaders (23). Each of the above mentioned Shuras ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻǊ ΨŦǊƻƴǘǎΩ 
(24). In 2015, the UN Security Council published the names of all Taliban shadow governors 
(25).  

 

1.1.2 Taliban strength 

 

According an April/May 2017 report on Taliban recruitment by the Norwegian Country of 
Origin service, LandInfo, which is based on published sources and field interviews, the Taliban 
has two types of fighters: full time professional fighters, often recruited in the madrassas, and 
part-time local fighters, loyal to a local commander and embedded in the local society (26). 
According to Giustozzi, the total Taliban manpower exceeds 200,000, of which 150,000 are 
fighters. These fighters can be divided in around 60,000 members of full time mobile units, 
the rest being local militias (27). Afghanistan researcher and former Chatham House expert 
and analyst at the Afghanistan Analyst Network, Matt Waldman, quoted by Voice of America 
(VOA), also estimated the core Taliban force to be over 60,000 in 2014 (28).  The militias hail 
from local communities that support the Taliban, the mobile units are composed of full time 
fighters and bear the brunt of the fighting (29). For more information on the command 
structure and the local Taliban fronts, please refer to the EASO Country of Origin Information 
Report Afghanistan ς Recruitment by armed groups from September 2016 (30) and [ŀƴŘƛƴŦƻΩǎ 
Report Afghanistan: Recruitment to Taliban, dated 29 June 2017 (31). 

 

1.1.3 Taliban leadership and degree of unity  

 

In July 2015, the Taliban announced the death of its leader Mullah Omar. He led the 
movement from its inception in the nineties and probably died two years earlier, in 2013 (32). 
The leadership of the movement was subsequently taken up by Mullah Mansour, who is 
believed to have led the movement for quite some time, at least since the death of Mullah 
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officials, 27 January 2017 (url).  
(23) UN Security Council, Letter dated 18 August 2015 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee established 
pursuant to resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council, 26 August 2015 (url), pp. 
19-21. 
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pp. 14-16. 
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(32) Guardian (The), Taliban officially announce death of Mullah Omar, 30 July 2015 (url); Soufan Group (The), TSG 
IntelBrief: The Death of Mullah Omar, 30 July 2015 (url); CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url).   
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Omar in 2013 (33). The rule of Mullah Mansour was rivalled by different factions within the 
Taliban movement, the biggest challenge posed by a group around Mullah Mohammad Rasool 
(34). Mullah Mansour ǿŀǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ¦{ ŘǊƻƴŜ ǎǘǊƛƪŜ ƛƴ tŀƪƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ .ŀƭǳŎƘƛǎǘŀƴ 
province in May 2016 (35). The new Taliban leader, Mawlawi Haibatullah Akhundzada, is an 
Islamic judge. Sources consider Haibattulah more a religious scholar than a military 
commander, and is perceived as weak, ineffective and having little influence in the movement 
(36).  

Although since 2001 the Taliban was never considered a solidly united movement, there was 
a degree of hierarchy and structure in the organisation (37).  ΨObedience to the AmirΩ (Taliban 
ƭŜŀŘŜǊύ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ό38). However, since 
the death of Mullah Omar, the Taliban leader is not seen as ΨinfallibleΩ anymore and the 
ƭŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Borhan Osman, a senior analyst at 
International Crisis Group (ICG) and former researcher at the Afghanistan Analysts Network 
(AAN) who specialises in the insurgency and insurgent groups  (39). According to Giustozzi, 
since 2015 the Amir Ψhas become a source of division and controversy, rather than a unifying 
figureΩ (40). According to a 2017 briefing paper on the Taliban after a decade of war, published 
by the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI)41 and written by Afghanistan scholars Michael 
Semple and Theo Farrell, ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ŀǘ YƛƴƎΩǎ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ, under the current leadership of 
Mawlawi Haibatullah the governance structure of national, provincial and district 
commissions for military and political affairs is falling apart. Farrel and Semple stated that the 
current leader is cut off from important financial resources (such as narcotics) and several 
senior members, such as the Helmand shadow governor, act independently (42).  

Other insurgent networks besides the Haqqani network, such as a network around Qayum 
½ŀƪŜǊ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ aǳƭƭŀƘ aŀƴǎƻǳǊΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ hōŜƛŘǳƭƭŀƘ LǎƘŀǉȊŀƛ ŀƴŘ 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ tŀƪƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻȄƛŜǎ, have carved out a certain 
autonomy within the Taliban movement (43ύΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜǎ tŀƪƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜΣ ŀƭƭŜƎŜŘ {ŀǳdi, Iranian 
and Russian (44) involvement in the Taliban is also feeding factionalism by providing resources, 

                                                           
(33) Osman, B., ¢ŀƭŜōŀƴ ƛƴ ¢ǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴΥ Iƻǿ aŀƴǎǳǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ IŀƛōŀǘǳƭƭŀƘΩǎ ŀǎŎŜƴǎƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ όŀƴŘ 
peace), 26 May 2016 (url). 
(34) Osman, B., Toward Fragmentation? Mapping the post-Omar Taleban, 24 November 2015 (url); Giustozzi, A. 
and Mangal, S., An Interview with Mullah Rasool on Reconciliation Between the Taliban and the Afghan 
Government, 16 March 2016 (url); CFR, The Taliban, 2015 (url); Giustozzi, A., Afghanistan: TŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ 
and structure, 23 August 2017 (url), p. 5. 
(35) Guardian, (The), US drone strike in Pakistan kills Taliban leader Mullah Mansoor, 22 May 2016 (url); CFR, The 
Taliban, 2015 (url). 
(36) Osman, B., Taleban in Transition: Iƻǿ aŀƴǎǳǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ IŀƛōŀǘǳƭƭŀƘΩǎ ŀǎŎŜƴǎƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ όŀƴŘ 
peace), 26 May 2016 (url); New York Times (The), ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ bŜǿ [ŜŀŘŜǊΣ aƻǊŜ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊ ¢Ƙŀƴ CƛƎƘǘŜǊΣ Lǎ {ƭƻǿ ǘƻ 
Impose Himself, 11 July 2016 (url); Farrell, T. and Semple, M., Ready for Peace? The Afghan Taliban after a decade 
of War, January 2017 (url), pp. 4-5. 
(37) EASO, Country of Origin Information Report. Afghanistan. Taliban Strategies ς Recruitment, July 2012 (url), p. 
муΤ CǊŀƴŎƻΣ /Φ ŀƴŘ DƛǳǎǘƻȊȊƛΣ !ΦΣ ΨwŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘŜǊ-Revolution: Efforts to Centralize the 
TaƭƛōŀƴΩǎ aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΩΣ ƛƴ Central Asian Affairs, Vol. 3, No. 3, 2016 (url), pp. 249ς286.  
(38) Semple, M., Rhetoric, Ideology and Organizational Structure of the Taliban Movement, 5 January 2015 (url ), 
pp. 10-11. 
(39) Osman, B., Taleban in Transition 2: Who is in charge now?, 22 June 2016 (url).  
(40ύ DƛǳǎǘƻȊȊƛΣ !ΦΣ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΥ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ но August 2017 (url), p. 5. 
(41) RUSI is an international, independent, defence and security research institution based in the UK.  
(42) Farrell, T. and Semple, M., Ready for Peace? The Afghan Taliban after a decade of War, January 2017 (url), p. 
5; Reuters, Afghan Taliban's new chief replaces 24 'shadow' officials, 27 January 2017 (url). 
(43) Osman, B., A Black Week in Kabul (2): Who are the most likely perpetrators?, 7 June 2017 (url); Giustozzi, A., 
!ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΥ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ но !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмт όurl), p. 6. 
(44) Business Insider, Russia appears to now be helping out the Taliban, 27 January 2017 (url); Washington Post 
(The), Russia is sending weapons to Taliban, top U.S. general confirms, 24 April 2017 (url); Wall Street Journal (The), 
Iran Backs Taliban With Cash and Arms, 11 June 2015 (url); VOA, Afghan Lawmakers to Investigate Growing Ties 
Between Taliban, Russia and Iran, 5 December 2016 (url), RFE/RL, Afghan Governor Accuses Iran Of Supporting 

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/taleban-in-transition-how-mansurs-death-and-hibatullahs-ascension-may-affect-the-war-and-peace/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/toward-fragmentation-mapping-the-post-omar-taleban/
https://rusi.org/commentary/interview-mullah-rasool-reconciliation-between-taliban-and-afghan-government
https://www.cfr.org/terrorist-organizations-and-networks/taliban/p35985?#!/p35985
http://landinfo.no/asset/3589/1/3589_1.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/21/us-airstrike-taliban-leader-mullah-akhtar-mansoor
https://www.cfr.org/terrorist-organizations-and-networks/taliban/p35985?#!/p35985
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/taleban-in-transition-how-mansurs-death-and-hibatullahs-ascension-may-affect-the-war-and-peace/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/12/world/asia/taliban-afghanistan-pakistan-mawlawi-haibatullah-akhundzada.html?_r=1
https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/201701_bp_ready_for_peace.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/EASO_COI_Report_AFG_Taliban_Recruitment.pdf
https://www.deepdyve.com/lp/brill/revolution-in-the-counter-revolution-efforts-to-centralize-the-taliban-82w4eDEA5a?key=brill
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/PW102-Rhetoric-Ideology-and-Organizational-Structure-of-the-Taliban-Movement.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/taleban-in-transition-2-who-is-in-charge-of-the-taleban/
http://landinfo.no/asset/3589/1/3589_1.pdf
https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/201701_bp_ready_for_peace.pdf
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-taliban-idUSKBN15B1PN
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/a-black-week-in-kabul-2-who-are-the-most-likely-perpetrators/
http://landinfo.no/asset/3589/1/3589_1.pdf
http://www.businessinsider.com/russia-supporting-taliban-2017-1
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2017/04/24/russia-is-sending-weapons-to-taliban-top-u-s-general-confirms/?utm_term=.7817fbcfea16
https://www.wsj.com/articles/iran-backs-taliban-with-cash-and-arms-1434065528
https://www.voanews.com/a/afghanistan-iran-russia-taliban/3624592.html


EASO COI Report AFGHANISTAN. Individuals targeted by armed actors in the conflict τ  17  

 

in cash and weaponry, for certain groups in the movement, while others are left out (45). 
Because different foreign actors, often with opposing agendas, support different factions of 
the Taliban, Dr. Giustozzi states in his 2017 report for LandInfo that this fragmentation in the 
foreseeable future is likely to continue (46).  According to some sources, in addition to support 
from neighbouring countries (47), certain Taliban breakaway factions have allegedly received 
support from the Afghan national authorities (48).  

Besides narcotics and funding from foreign actors, local Taliban commanders generate their 
ƻǿƴ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ǘǊŀŘŜ ƛƴ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ valuable minerals, as well as investing in 
companies, engaging in money-laundering, kidnapping for ransom, extortion and other 
criminal activities (49). Experts Farrell and Semple report on a worry within the Taliban ranks 
that the Taliban are creating a Ψnew war lord system, with local commanders breaking with 
the central chain of command, consolidating their local power and competing with one 
another over resourcesΩ (50).  According to Michael Semple and Theo Farrell, commanders are 
currently, much more than before, running the war from their own sources of income (51). 

Several oral sources interviewed by the Research Directorate of the Immigration and Refugee 
Board of Canada (IRB) described regional differences in unity and cohesion within the Taliban. 
In general, sources stated that local Taliban seem to have a lot of Ψdiscretionary powerΩ when 
carrying out their activities. In certain remote areas local commanders have little relationship 
with the central Taliban leadership, while in others, there is more command and control over 
the troops (52). 

Growing factionalism within the Taliban movement has analytical consequences. According 
to RUSI experts Farrell and Semple, Ψƛǘ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ΨǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴ 
Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ Χ ΚΩ Instead analysis must be sufficiently nuanced to capture a wide range of 
Taliban positions on issues surrounding the conflictΩ (53). Lƴ ŀ нлмс ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ 
views on the future of Afghanistan, analysts on the Taliban movement, Borhan Osman and 
Anand Gopal also state that the Taliban movement is Ψtoo disparate and fragmented (both 
horizontally and vertically) for there to be any unity of thoughtΩ (54). According to Borhan 
Osman, for these semi-autonomous networks, although nominally and officially under and 
partly dependent from the Rahbari Shura (the Leadership Council) for resources (55),  
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Ψthe official policy towards a certain issue does not always matter. They are bound 
ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭŜōŀƴΩǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ǊŜŘ ƭƛƴŜǎ ς for example, that they cannot engage in 
sectarian attacks, beheadings and rapes ς in order to keep their pledge of allegiance 
to the movement, and benefit from the name. There is a wide grey area in which these 
networks can operate in some divergence from official Taleban policiesΩ (56).     

Borhan Osman attributes a number of assassinations or assassination attempts, to these 
networks. Targets include politicians, tribal elders, especially in the south, ulema and even 
other Taliban members (57). 

 

1.1.4 Taliban objectives 

 

According to Afghanistan scholar Neamat Nojumi, the aim of the Taliban is to demolish the 
current Afghan state, topple the national government as the agent of the state, dissolve the 
Constitution and reinstate their notion of an Islamic Emirate (58). 

In announcing their 2017 spring offensive ΨOperation MansouriΩ, the Taliban described both 
military and political objectives (59). Militarily, Ψthe Taliban combines efforts to overrun the 
countryside with a relentless terrorism campaign in the citiesΩ, according to journalist 
Abubakar Siddique (60). A key objective for the Taliban since the end of the NATO-led 
International Security Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (ISAF)and the withdrawal of the 
majority of the foreign troops in 2014, has been to seize one or more provincial capitals (61). 
While this report focusses on the targeting of individuals, it is beyond the scope of this report 
to discuss all aspects of the Taliban strategy. For other aspects, such as the waging of a 
conventional war in rural or urban areas, refer to the EASO COI Report:  Afghanistan: Security 
Situation (62). 

 

1.1.4.1 The aim of the Taliban targeting campaign 

 

According to program fellow with the International Security Program at New America 
Foundation, award-winning author and journalist Anand Gopal, the overall aim of the Taliban 
is to recapture power, or put enough pressure on the Afghan government to get a favourable 
position for talks (63). According to analyst Borhan Osman (64), the aim is to topple the current 
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Ψmorally corruptΩ Afghan government (65) and build institutions of ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
Ψsocial justiceΩ and development (66).  

According to sŎƘƻƭŀǊ bŜŀƳŀǘ bƻƧǳƳƛΣ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !ŦƎƘŀƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ΨƳƻǊŀƭƭȅ ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘΩ 
ŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘ commanders and fighters justification for violence 
against civilians, particularly those working for the Afghan government, such as civil servants, 
teachers and their families (67). While not excluding corruption involving briberies and 
personal enrichment, moral corruption is in the Afghan context often confused with mere 
financial gain (68ύΦ hŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇǳǇǇŜǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƛƴǾŀǎƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ !ŦƎƘŀƴ 
government is depicted by the Taliban ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀƳǇƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ !ŦƎƘŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
aiming tƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ ό69). The Taliban, in contrast, consider 
themselves as fighting for a just cause in a disciplined and honest way (70). This cause can be 
interpreted as a combination of defending tradition, national sovereignty and Islam (71). 

Neamat Nojumi also observed that, 

Ψthe overall objective of the Taliban for governance (not government) in Afghanistan 
has been an effort toward dismantling both modern and traditional social and political 
way of lives. In this direction, they view clerics as the leading moral force. ώΧϐ During 
my engagements with senior Taliban officials in recent years, I found that the Taliban 
position toward state, governance and education remain fully intact as it was during 
the 1990s. I also noticed that the younger generation of the Taliban is even more 
sentimental/irrational (in comparison to the older generation) toward the objectives 
of the movement. ώΧϐ The insurgency in Afghanistan has a dominant religious-based 
extreme ideological dogma. The reinforcement of this ideological dogma has so far 
deprived the Taliban leaders from arriving at a needed political maturity essential for 
organizational and leadership development. This dominant ideological trend has 
easily convinced fighters to target any profile that stands against their stated doctrineΩ 
(72). 

Yet, Borhan Osman explained that, in their rhetoric, they are consistently and increasingly 
portraying themselves as a parallel government and try to project themselves as Ψcaring for 
the communities under their controlΩ (73). According to analyst Osman, this propaganda 
discourse does impact on the behaviour of the Taliban on the ground, in determining who is 
a legitimate target and who is not (74).  

In an interview with EASO for this report, Anand Gopal described three main goals of the 
¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ targeting campaign: 

1. To delegitimise the government. By targeting those individuals who support the 

government, the Taliban are making it more difficult for the government to exercise 

its core functions in service delivery to the population. ΨIf the government cannot do 
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its job, it gets delegitimizedΩ (75). According to Neamat Nojumi, this serves to 

ultimately weaken the government (76). Also according to Giustozzi, the main 

rationale of the targeting campaign is to undermine the functioning of the Kabul 

government and to tie individuals to the Taliban by forcing them to cooperate (77). 

High government officials, including the army, police and National Directorate of 

Security (NDS) personnel, are recruited to cooperate and spy for the Taliban, in 

exchange for money and being granted immunity from targeting (78). 

 

2. Targeting collaborators:  i.e. Ψpeople who spy or are perceived to be spying. At the 

very least to create an atmosphere where it is very dangerous to collaborateΩ (79). 

Journalist and author Abubakar Siddique stated in an interview for this report that the 

main aim of the targeting campaign by the Taliban is to spread fear among the 

population and to target their opposition, particularly those who have the power to 

oppose them (80). Analyst Borhan Osman corroborates that it is often members of 

local uprising forces - that are hard to defeat - who are individually targeted. In 

addition, the combination of being influential and being critical of the Taliban often 

makes a target. Someone who can change minds (81). 

 

3. A third category of targeting comes, according to Anand Gopal, out of information 

deficit. He reasons that targeting in Afghanistan mainly happens in contested areas, 

where civilians are Ψon the fenceΩ, trying to accommodate to both sides, and thus, 

loyalties are unclear for both sides. The objective here is to try and assert complete 

social control over areas and populations one does not completely control. Anand 

Gopal gave the view that, areas under complete Taliban control tend to see a lot less 

targeting, as either all suspected elements have left or have shown loyalty to the 

insurgents. Likewise, in areas under firm government control, there too tends to be 

less targeting, as the reach of the Taliban there is limited (82). Neamat Nojumi found 

it hard to assess the totality of this assertion, and suggested this is only true for some 

contested areas (83). 

The Taliban statement at the announcement of their 2017 spring offensive ς called Operation 

Mansouri ς declared that Ψώƛϐn those areas where the Mujahideen do not have full control, the 

enemy will be targeted, harassed, killed, or captured until they are compelled to abandon 

their few remaining postsΩ. In clarification of who the enemy is, the statement continues Ψώǘϐhe 

main focus of Operation Mansouri will be on foreign forces, their military and intelligence 

infrastructure and in eliminating their internal mercenary apparatusΩ (84). 
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1.1.5 Taliban targeting of civilians 

 

1.1.5.1 Restrictions 

 

The Taliban definition of a ΨcivilianΩ differs from the definition used by UNAMA or in 
International Humanitarian Law.  Civilians with certain profiles can be assessed as legitimate 
targets by the Taliban, while protected under International Humanitarian Law (85). 

Although the Taliban officially has restrictions on targeting civilians and destroying certain 
civilian infrastructure (86), UNAMA attributes 61 % percent of all civilian casualties in 2016 
(11,418 dead and wounded in 2016), to insurgents, mainly the Taliban (87). According to Farrell 
and Semple, resistance against this Ψreckless conduct of military operations by many 
commandersΩ is growing within the Taliban ranks (88). A leaked internal letter from a senior 
figure in the Taliban to the Taliban leadership reveals harsh criticism ƻŦ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǳǎŜ 
of violence and targeting of civilians. The letter allegedly sayǎΥ ΨέAll the mujahedin fighters 
should be ordered to cease killing our opponents inside mosques and stop killing prisoners,έ 
ώΧ] άStop killing people under suspicion traveling on roads. Stop bombing bridges, roads, and 
other similar places. Stop killing aid and construction workers who are helping our nation and 
building our homelandέΦΩ  ό89).  

An analyst affiliated with the Afghanistan Analyst Network (AAN), interviewed by the IRB, 
stated in 2016 that given the multi-layered conflict dynamics and often competing agendas of 
local armed groups, civilians are increasingly targeted to signal strength or control over an 
area (90). RUSI scholars Farrell and Semple report on a competition among commanders to 
deploy suicide bombers that will cause the maximum number of casualties (91).   

Borhan Osman says that the rhetoric of the Taliban to be Ψless brutalΩ towards the civilian 
population has an impact on the behaviour of the Taliban on the ground (92). On the other 
hand, Afghanistan expert Barnett Rubin argued there also may be important divisions 
between the Taliban leaders and fighters on the ground. ΨEven when the leadership issues 
contrary instructions, fighters who capture territory by force of arms (e.g., Kunduz in 
September 2015) often revert to ώΧϐ looting and carrying out revenge killings of those 
associated with the government or progressive social policiesΩ (93). Field commanders only get 
general directives from the Taliban leaders to Ψprotect public infrastructure, treat the local 
population well, [and] not to hinder the activities of humanitarian organizationsΩ (94). These 
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directives are according to Farrell and Semple, Ψwidely floutedΩ (95). For example, during the 
brief takeover of the city of Kunduz in 2015, NGO-workers were systematically singled out 
during house searches by the Taliban, despite the specific statements by (then) Taliban leader 
Mullah Mansour for NGO-workers to continue their work normally and report problems and 
complaints to the Taliban ΨCommission for Control and Administration of NGOs and 
CompaniesΩ (96).  

Borhan Osman suggests that, although there are categories of protected civilian sites, certain 
institutions can become legitimate targets again, such as the American University in Kabul for 
its links to the US, or, other targets such as Tolo TV and 1TV for their reporting on incidents in 
Kunduz in October 2015 (see 1.2.10 Media workers and civil society representatives for more 
details on this incident). Certain humanitarian organisations and cultural activities could also 
lose their Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨsafeguardedΩ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ (97). In general 
though, if a person is not active in the fight against the Taliban, in propaganda or on the 
battlefield, it is, according to Osman, not of interest for the Taliban to target such a person 
and hamper their efforts to appear as a viable alternative to the current government (98). Yet, 
according to Giustozzi, local Taliban may target certain individuals outside the general rules 
set out by the Taliban leadership and therefore not seek approval by the leadership to target 
this person (99). 

Despite their  ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎΩ όlayeha) against kidnapping for ransom, the Taliban is found 
to increasingly target financially well-off Afghan civilians. A UN report found that the mantle 
of ideological or political demands is used cover for pure moneymaking in many of these 
cases. However, not only rich Afghans are being kidnapped for ransom. Between 2003 and 
2014, the UN reports that at Taliban checkpoints, individuals believed to be unsupportive of 
the insurgency are either executed on the spot or kidnapped in order to extract payments 
from their relatives (100). (See 1.1.5.4 Checkpoints)     

The Taliban has established an ΨIndependent Organ of the Islamic Emirate for the Prevention 
of Civilian Casualties and Enquiry of GrievancesΩ, also referred to as the ΨDepartment for 
Prevention of Civilian Casualties and ComplaintsΩ (see 1.1.1 Formal Structure of Taliban). This 
commission is tasked with investigating and recording civilian casualties caused by all parties 
to the conflict (101). This Commission is active countrywide and regularly issues public 
statements and reports ƻƴ ŎƛǾƛƭ ŎŀǎǳŀƭǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƻ ¦b!a!Ωǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘƛǎ is a standalone 
Commission, not an organ of the Taliban (102). 

 

1.1.5.2 Targeting 

 

In 2016, UNAMA documented at least 2,719 civilian casualties ς 871 deaths and 1,848 injured 
ς as a result of attacks intentionally directed at civilians and civilian objects, representing 24 
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per cent of all civilian casualties in 2016, or 39 per cent of all casualties attributed to Anti-
Government Elements (AGEs). This included tactics such as suicide attacks targeting peaceful 
protestors and those praying in mosques, as well as the targeted killing of specific individual 
civilians perceived not to support the AGEs, mostly by shooting or detonation of improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs) (103). In the first six months of 2017, UNAMA recorded even higher 
percentages of civilian casualties from attacks intentionally targeting civilians, noting that the 
1,413 civilian casualties resulted from attacks carried out by AGEs intentionally targeting 
civilians. The 1,413 civilian casualties from such attacks comprised 27 per cent of all civilian 
casualties in the first half of 2017, or 40 per cent of all casualties attributed to AGEs. UNAMA 
noted that these figures are conservative as they do not count attacks directed at police or 
unknown targets, some of which may have been considered civilian objects at the time of 
targeting (104).   

Not only did insurgents kill and wound civilians in 2016, they were responsible for 350 
incidents of abduction, involving a total 1,858 targeted persons, frequently based on the 
suspicion of having a connection to the government, including government employees and 
off-duty Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) members. Most of these abductees were 
released after payment of ransom or negotiations by elders, but 84 were also killed and 46 
injured, mostly the off-duty members of ANSF, their family members, government staff, and 
people perceived to be ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ΨǎǇƛŜǎΩΦ LƴǎǳǊƎŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘs mass abductions of 
traveling people, to sift out the government and ANSF personnel form the group. Abductees 
who were wounded during these episodes were mostly injured due to ōŜŀǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ΨtortureΩ 
states UNAMA (105). In certain instances, the insurgents killed the suspected ANSF or 
government personnel on the spot. For example, in July 2017, 16 bus passengers were 
stopped and abducted by the Taliban. Seven were killed on the spot on the accusation of being 
government and army personnel. The others were abducted for further interrogation (106). 
Refer to the sub-chapter on Checkpoints for more information. 

UNAMA documented parallel justice punishments carried out on people accused of having 
family or working relations with the ANSF or the government (107). 

Osman and Gopal both highlighted that in Afghanistan; a lot of the targeting originates from 
personal disputes, feuds and rivalries. In many cases, the conflict offers an opportunity to 
ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊƛǾŀƭ ό108). Giustozzi notes that intelligence, both on the government side and the 
Taliban side, is also often affected by faulty information driven by feuds and vendettas (109). 

 

1.1.5.3 Targeting procedure 

 

Sources provided varying information regarding the procedures used by the Taliban in 
targeting. Dr. Antonio Giustozzi describes in his report for LandInfo from August 2017 ς a 
report that relies heavily oral sources, mostly Taliban interviewees (110) ς a very systematic 
procedure of identifying and targeting individuals: after being identified and located, (except 
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for the high profiles) an individual should be warned at least twice. If this individual does not 
follow up on the threats, they can potentially be interrogated before a Taliban court. If still 
failing to comply with Taliban injunctions, only then is an individual included on a Taliban black 
list. People who are to be added as targets on the blacklist have to be cleared by the Taliban 
leadership (or the leadership of the respective Taliban network), before being included in a 
Taliban hit list. Subsequently, in each province, a specialised team (Istakhbarati Karwan) of 
around twenty members is responsible for executing the assassinations. Besides these 
nationally approved blacklists, local Taliban may have their own blacklists, not necessarily 
endorsed by the leadership (111). Abubakar Siddique gave the opinion that the Taliban keeps 
a blacklist of priority targets (112). However, when asked about the existence of Taliban 
blacklists, Borhan Osman stated he had not seen evidence of such a centrally organised 
system of drawing up blacklists, nor of specialised hit teams. He believed local commanders 
did have a blacklist of who they want to eliminate in their area, and that they will just try to 
kill these individuals, without having designated killings squads to do this (113). Anand Gopal 
also stated that he had not found any evidence of such specialised Taliban hit teams (114). 

Nevertheless, UNAMA indicated that, during the brief takeover of Kunduz city in September 
2015,  

ΨAccording to numerous accounts received by UNAMA, within a few hours of entering 
Kunduz city on 28 September, Taliban commenced house to house searches using pre-
prepared lists containing the names and addresses of human rights defenders, and in 
particular women, women active in public life, NGO workers, United Nations staff, 
journalists and Government officials, including lawyers, judges and prosecutorsΩ (115). 

Insurgents are also known to strike at locations or moments where they think their targets 
are gathering, such as during funerals, in mosques or other social gatherings (116). Examples 
include:  

¶ In 2014, a suicide bomber attacked a crowed watching a volleyball game in Paktiya, 

killing 45 attendees and wounding 50 more (117). 

¶ In February 2017, insurgents attacked a mosque where ALP-personnel were offering 

Friday prayers, killing an ALP commander and his wife, amongst others (118). 

¶ During a funeral ceremony for the son of a prominent politician in Kabul in June 2017, 

two suicide bombers detonated IEDs amidst the attendees, which included many 

government and security officials. UNAMA verified four civilians killed and 49 injured 

(119). 

¶ In July 2017, the Taliban entered a mosque in Balkh province and killed at least 

thirteen attendees in a shooting spree. While the Taliban have claimed they attacked 

a gathering of militiamen, the local government claimed the victims were all civilians. 

Local sources told Khaama Press that the victims were related to a local former Jihadi 
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commander (120). Local officials quoted by Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) 

later stated that all thirteen were part of a militia under the authority of the Ministry 

of Interior, used to defend the area (121). 

¶ In October 2017, unknown gunmen stormed a mosque in Ghor killing up to 30 

attendees and wounding dozens more. Among those killed was a local pro-

government militia commander (122). 

 

1.1.5.4 Checkpoints 

 

In an interview for this report, Borhan Osman explained that there are three different sorts of 
checkpoints created by insurgents, in his view (123): 

¶ Checkpoints erected for a specific target: based on intelligence, the Taliban may erect 

a checkpoint for a brief period of time in order to catch someone specific traveling on 

the road at that time (124). 

¶ Checkpoints as a show of force: in order to demonstrate that they are in control over 

an area and in order to disturb communication lines, the Taliban sets up checkpoints, 

sometimes all day (125). According to Anand Gopal, the rationale behind setting up 

checkpoints, for both government forces and Taliban, is primarily controlling an area 

and collecting information on who goes in and out the area under their control. 

Government employees and those associated with the government are a risk of being 

filtered out at these Taliban checkpoints, although much depends on the place and 

time (126). In targeting civilians at their checkpoints, the Taliban also undermine the 

authority and legitimacy of the government in the eyes of the population, showing it 

cannot provide security (127).  

¶ Checkpoints driven by financial motives: local Taliban sometimes erect checkpoints 

for extortion, in spite of Taliban general rules. Here too, government employees and 

influential persons are targeted, not for killing, but for ransom taking (128). 

Taliban searches of vehicles along the roads are said to happen more frequently from evening 
until dawn, when ANSF are not present on the roads (129). A Kabul based security analyst, who 
requested to remain anonymous for security reasons, shared with EASO his analysis of a 
sample of 217 incidents of illegal checkpoints across 23 provinces, all in 2017. According to his 
findings, the majority of the incidents happened during daytime, especially early morning and 
late afternoon. At night, illegal checkpoints were more associated with criminality. The target 
of the AGE checkpoints were private vehicles and taxis. Public busses were rarely targeted. 
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The intent of the AGEs was mainly to identify government officials and off-duty ANSF 
personnel. The majority of the abductees however were civilians (130). 

Abubakar Siddique explained that, in his viewΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǇrimary targetΩ at the checkpoints are off-
duty ANSF personnel (131) (see 1.2.1 Members of the Afghan security forces and pro-
government militias). Sources indicate that off-duty ANSF personnel hide their identity papers 
when travelling (132). 

 

1.1.5.5 Urban-rural divide 

 

Inside the cities, insurgents do not have the capacity to set up checkpoints to screen random 
passengers for certain profiles, except occasionally in Kunduz or the outskirts of Kunduz (133). 
Instead, insurgents regularly attack civilian objects and places in the cities where they assume 
certain types of potential targets will be gathering (134). Such attacks include attacks on judicial 
buildings (135), government buildings (136), embassies and consulates (137), media outlets (138), 
places of worship of religious minorities (139) and bank franchises (140). 

 

According to analyst Borhan Osman, insurgents will also target certain individuals inside the 
cities in drive-by shootings, often involving motorbikes. The victims of these shootings often 
do not have a very high public profile, states Osman, and the targeting is often intended to 
intimidate other individuals under threat by showing their reach. Victims of targeting include 
people such as  traffic police or alleged spies or mid-level human rights activists, and are often 
people who received death threats before (141). For example, a number of targeted 
assassinations of government officials and ANSF members took place in Kandahar in the 
period 2016-2017, including shootings from motorbikes and the use of explosive devices (142). 
Gopal observed that ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ability to trace, penetrate and target individuals with 
success is in his assessment, much greater in cities where the insurgents have a base, such as 
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Kandahar, Kunduz or Khost, in comparison to other cities where the insurgents lack a 
presence, such as Herat or Mazar-e Sharif. In Kabul, the insurgents have a presence inside the 
city, members of which often collude with the growing criminal scene in the city. Yet their 
presence is not as open as in places like Kunduz, Kandahar or Khost. Although not easy to 
execute, targeted assassinations do take place in Kabul city (143). For example, in April 2017 
two Anti-Corruption Criminal Justice Center (ACJC) employees and an officer from the 
Directorate for the Protection of VIPs were killed in targeted assassinations in Kabul city (144). 
Targeted assassinations in Kabul are, according to Giustozzi, carried out by a targeting team 
of more than 20 people and take place primarily away from the city centre, where the wealthy 
and powerful live (145). However, neither Osman nor Gopal have found any information on 
such specialised killing teams (146). For further information on the insurgent capacities to track 
and target individuals that relocated to a large city, please refer to 1.4 Escaping targeting. 

Because detaining ΨwantedΩ individuals for interrogation or trial is not as easy for the Taliban 
to do in Kabul, the Taliban, according to Giustozzi, can either proceed with assassination or 
may monitor an individual until they leave the city and detain them when travelling (147).  

A number of these incidents will be discussed under the respective subchapters of 1.2 
Targeted profiles. 
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1.2 Targeted individuals 
 

Targets of deliberate killings or abduction by insurgents in 2016 include, according to UNAMA, 
tribal elders, judicial staff, civilian government administration staff and civilians alleged to be 
government spies, but also civilians who refused to comply with insurgent instructions (148). 
In 2017, UNAMA added to this list Ψcivilians perceived to oppose Anti-Government Element 
valuesΩ (149).  

Dr. Antonio Giustozzi summarised the targets of the Taliban as individuals the Taliban 
considers to be ΨmisbehavingΩ. These include many of the individuals listed by UNAMA above 
and in addition, Giustozzi adds Ψindividuals of any category selected by the Taliban as useful 
or necessary to their war effort, and who have refused to collaborateΩ (150). For example, the 
Taliban are known to have cut off the fingers of people participating in the elections of 2014 
and targeted staff of the Independent Election Commission (151). 

According to scholar Neamat Nojumi, the targeting by the Taliban goes beyond those working 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !ŦƎƘŀƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ hƴŜΩǎ ŀŘƘŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Afghan Constitution or a liberal social or 
cultural view can also make a person a legitimate target. He explained that this is why the 
Taliban target those who participate in the elections or promote womenΩǎ rights (152). 

In the following sections, and without being exhaustive, this report will highlight a number of 
instances and patterns of individual targeting by insurgent groups.  

 

1.2.1 Members of the Afghan security forces and pro-government militias 

 

A number of attacks throughout Afghanistan in the spring of 2017 specifically targeted ANSF 
personnel, on duty or off-duty alike. For example:  

¶ In April 2017, the Taliban conducted a largescale attack on an army base in Mazar-e 

Sharif, killing more than 130 soldiers (153). In their statement claiming responsibility, 

the Taliban called this attack Ψa reminder to the regime soldiers that they should not 

needlessly sacrifice their lives for foreign occupiers and either join the ranks of the 

Mujahideen or else desert ranks and go back to their homesΩ (154).  

¶ In May 2017, militants attacked a branch of the Kabul Bank in Gardez, Paktia, killing 

two police officers  and injuring more than 30 (155). 

¶ On 18 June 2017, a suicide bomber attacked a police headquarters in Gardez, Paktia, 

killing around five police officers, and injuring dozens of civilians (156).  

¶ On 22 June 2017, the Taliban attacked a branch of the New Kabul Bank in Lashkar Gah, 

killing around 30 people, targeting civilians and members of the security forces who 
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were waiting to collect their pay (157). The Taliban spokesperson claiming the attack 

ŀƎŀƛƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ŀǎ ΨƘƛǊŜƭƛƴƎǎΩ ό158). 

¶ In August 2017, a suicide bomber again targeted a branch of the New Kabul Bank in 

central Kabul, near the US Embassy, killing five and wounding eight persons. Claiming 

responsibility for the attack, the Taliban said it targeted security forces personnel 

withdrawing their salaries (159).  

Besides targeting places where ANSF personnel gather, the Taliban also deliberately target 
ANSF personnel in targeted killings or abductions, in the rural and urban areas alike (160). The 
following examples were found, although not all were publicly claimed by the Taliban:  

¶ In September 2016, the head of police from Kapisa province escaped a remote 

controlled bomb blast (161). 

¶ In March 2017, two police officers were shot in Kabul city (162). 

¶ In May 2017, a staff member of the police headquarters, a police officer and a soldier 

were targeted in separate attacks in Kandahar city (163). 

¶ In June 2017, an army official escaped an abduction attempt in Logar, after killing the 

insurgent responsible for the kidnap operation (164). 

¶ In July 2017, the head of the provincial Crime branch of the ANP was abducted when 

leaving his home and killed the same day by the Taliban in Logar (165). 

¶ In July 2017, The New York Times reported on a wave of attacks in Kandahar, in which 

Taliban specifically try to kill as many ANSF personnel as possible (166). 

¶ In July 2017, a senior police officer was targeted by a suicide bomber in Kandahar 

province (167).  

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ¢ƛƳŜǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΣ ΨTaliban pressure [on soldiers to leave the army] 
includes fines on families of soldiers, physical punishment of soldiers who return home, and 
even confiscation of land and homesΩ (168). 

According to Giustozzi, the priority targets for Taliban targeting are officers of the security 
services, National Directorate of Security (NDS) (169); according to Borhan Osman, members 
of Ψlocal uprisingΩ militias against the Taliban, Afghan Local Police (ALP) and other enemies 
that the Taliban find Ψhard to defeatΩ are in this category (170). Examples include: 

¶ In March 2016 in Jawzjan, the Taliban executed a man accused of supporting the 

government. He was supposedly a member of an uprising group two years earlier (171).   
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¶ The killing of an ALP commander and his son by a suspected Taliban on a motorcycle 

in Faryab in September 2017 (172). 

 

As mentioned in the subchapter 1.1.5.4 Checkpoints, the insurgents continued to target off-
duty and former ANP officers (173). At their checkpoints along the roads, Taliban are said to 
screen the passengers to kidnap or kill the security personnel. For example, in May 2016:  

Ψthe Taliban stopped three civilian buses carrying passengers from Kabul to Takhar 
and Badakhshan Provinces in Ali Abad district of Kunduz Province. Taliban abducted 
185 passengers, including 30 women and children. The abductors identified 28 men 
as Afghan Security Personnel and released 157 passengers. They executed 12 of the 
kidnapped passengers and released eight others. The last eight were released a 
month and a half later, after local elders mediated their releaseΩ (174).  

In a similar incident in Farah in July 2017, sixteen passenger were forced out of the bus they 
were travelling in, seven were killed on the spot and nine others were abducted. According to 
the police spokesperson, only one victim was a police officer, the other six civilians (175). 

In one instance in Kunduz Province, Taliban are said to have used biometric technology to 
identify ANSF personnel at their checkpoint, a claim dismissed by the Afghan Ministry of 
Interior, but later confirmed by a high ranking police official (176). However, Dr. Giustozzi 
assumes the Taliban have no access to government databases of security personnel, 
Ψotherwise the number of their blacklisted individuals would be much higher. This is not 
surprising as the government itself is hardly able to tell for sure who is really in its security 
forces, or works for the governmentΩ (177). For more information on the targeting at 
checkpoints, please refer to the subchapter 1.1.5.4 Checkpoints. 

 

1.2.1.1 Women in the ANSF  

 

In April 2017, SIGAR reported that there were 4,388 women working in the ANSF, 1.4 % of the 
total ANSF force (178). In 2013, almost half of all female police officers (688 of the 1489) were 
stationed in Kabul province, and very few to none deployed in rural provinces. Only in Balkh 
and Herat, there were more than 100 policewomen (179). There are women in key units, such 
as Criminal Investigation Division and Counter-Narcotics (180) and even in the elite Crisis 
Response Unit (181) and some hold leadership positions, with the rank of colonel and general 
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(182). In 2014, a Kabul district had the first female district police chief (183). However, women 
ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ Ψfavorite ǘŀǊƎŜǘΩ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǳǊƎŜƴǘǎ ό184). 

Without providing detailed information on perpetrators, recent examples of targeting of 
female ANSF personnel include: 

¶ Two policewomen were shot on their way to work in Badakhshan province in June 
2017 (185). 

¶ Five female security personnel of Kandahar airport travelling in a van transporting 
them to their work were shot and killed by men on a motorcycle (186). 

¶ A widely acclaimed female pilot of the Afghan Airforce ended up requesting asylum 
in the US, citing numerous death threats to her and her family (187). 

For further information on the societal attitudes towards female media workers please refer 
to the EASO COI Report - Afghanistan: Individuals targeted under societal and legal norms 
(188). 

 

1.2.2 Government officials or the accusation of being a government spy 

 

In 2016, UNAMA recorded 481 incidents targeting government officials, including judges, 
prosecutors and judicial staff but not including ANSF, resulting in 521 casualties (189). For 
example, in 2016 in Kandahar City, there was a continued spree of execution style killings of 
civilians working for or perceived as having connections with, the local authorities (190). 

 

1.2.2.1 Targeting of government officials 

 

According to author and journalist Abubakar Siddique, the targeting of government officials 
depends on several aspects, such as where a person worked or works, where a person is from, 
and what level or position a person has. Persons working for the ministries in the forefront of 
the fight against the Taliban, such as the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Interior, or the 
Ministry of Justice, are a priority. According to Siddique: Ψthe Taliban have shown remarkable 
skill at targeting them and killing themΩ (191). For example, the Ministry of Defense offices and 
busses transporting its personnel have regularly been targeted, as have Ministry of Interior 
personnel, notably inside Kabul, including police cadets (192). Although less obvious as a target, 
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similar attacks have also been raised against other ministries, such as attacks on busses 
carrying the personnel of the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum in October 2016 and June 2017 
(193). According to Antonio Giustozzi, not all Taliban networks attribute the same priority to 
targeting individuals linked to the government. For example, according to Giustozzi, the 
network loyal to Mullah Rasool does not target government employees at all (194). 

UNAMA reports that significant targets among government officials are judges, prosecutors 
and other judicial staff (195). These individuals are singled out, as they are at the forefront of 
the fight against the Taliban (196). According to UNAMA, the most recent campaign of targeting 
of judicial officials and staff was sparked by the execution of six members of the Taliban in 
May 2016 (197). For example, in claiming an attack on the courthouse in Logar in June 2016, 
the Taliban referred to the execution of these Taliban members (198). Since that execution, 
there have been a number of retaliatory attacks on the judiciary across the country (199). The 
judiciary is therefore designated as a Ψlegitimate targetΩ by the Taliban, as explained in this 
2016 statement by the group (200):  

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŜƴŜƳȅΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƧǳŘƛŎƛŀƭ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ Ǉŀȅ ŀ ƘŜŦǘȅ ǇǊƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ 
their crimes. Mujahideen shall also not remain idle towards known individuals or 
unions and their workers advocating implementation of such crimes and all of them 
shall categorically be classified as legitimate military targetsΩ (201). 

Recent examples include a judge killed by a magnetic IED attached to his car in Jalalabad, 
Nangarhar in June 2017 (202).  

Local officials are also the focus of targeting by the Taliban (203). The following examples were 
found, although not all were publicly claimed by the Taliban: 

¶ In Farah in February 2017, a district governor was killed (204). 

¶ In March 2017, a suicide bomber targeted the provincial officer responsible for Haj 

and religious affairs in Nangarhar, killing his brother (205). 

¶ In April 2017, a provincial council member from Kapisa was killed in a bomb attack 

(206). 
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¶ In May 2017, a district chief and two of his guards were injured in an attack in Logar 

(207). 

¶ Lƴ aŀȅ нлмтΣ ǘƘŜ YŀƴŘŀƘŀǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ƳŜdia advisor was shot dead (208). 

¶ In June 2017, the Taliban claimed responsibility for the killing of a district governor in 

Nimroz (209). 

¶ In July 2017, a public relations official of the High Peace Council was killed in 

Samangan (210).  

¶ In July 2017, a district chief and his son were killed in an explosion in Farah (211) 

Personnel from ministries less directly involved in the fight against the Taliban, such as 
education departments, health departments or rural development, are much less a target Ψby 
defaultΩΣ ƛƴ ǘƘe view of Borhan Osman (212). However, reports on the targeting of such profiles 
were found. For example, in July 2017, the Taliban abducted an administrator of the 
agriculture office in Jawzjan when he was travelling to the provincial capital for treatment 
(213). Osman and Siddique explained the circumstances causing a government worker to 
become a target, although from a ministry not directly involved in the fight against the Taliban. 
This could be the case when the individual speaks out against the Taliban, or if a personal 
enmity is involved (214). (See 1.2.4 Educational personnel and 1.2.7. Humanitarian workers) 

During the brief Taliban takeover of the city of Kunduz in 2015, the Taliban specifically visited 
the houses of government officials (including judges and prosecutors) and asked for them by 
name. UNAMA received numerous reports of abductions and parallel justice executions of 
people suspected of working for the government or Afghan security forces. Although the 
majority of key government workers left the city before it was overrun, the Taliban reportedly 
also tried to identify the government workers among people fleeing the city at checkpoints 
(215). According to a Kunduz provincial government official interviewed by UNAMA:  

ΨThey were using different methods for identification of Government people. For 
instance if someone said that he is a shopkeeper, then the Taliban was asking him 
about the price of a specific type of cooking oil or some other things in market. If he 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀŎǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ (216). 
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1.2.2.2 Accusation of supporting the government or spying 

 

Targeting by the Taliban is not limited to those who are government employees, but also to 
those who are accused of being a supporter of the government (217). In 2013, UNAMA 
documented 246 attacks against civilians who had no official affiliation to government, NGOs 
or recognised civilian institutions (i.e. medical, education, elections, development 
programming). These attacks against civilians resulted in 532 civilian casualties. These 
incidents involved insurgents deliberately targeting civilians, including farmers, shopkeepers 
and students, whom they perceived as supportive of the government or national or 
international security forces (218).  Sources report on the following examples:  

¶ In August 2017, the Taliban allegedly kidnapped over 30 people from a village in 

Kandahar, killing several of them, on the accusation of supporting the government 

(219).  

¶ Lƴ IŜǊŀǘΩǎ DƻȊŀǊŀ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ƻŦ ǊƻŀŘ 

construction company and shot them on the spot (220).  

¶ In Ghazni, the Taliban shut down the bazaar and threatened each shopkeeper to close 

his shop, because local police used to purchase goods in their shops (221).  

Through their parallel judicial system, the Taliban also punished those they accused of being 
a spy, and passing on information on the Taliban to the government (222). According to 
Giustozzi, spying for the government is considered a crime per se, without the possibility to 
repent (223). Examples include: 

¶ In March 2016, a custodian was shot and killed in front of the mosque where he 

worked. The Taliban claimed responsibility for the incident, alleging that the victim 

was working with the government intelligence services (224). 

¶ In August 2016 in Kapisa, the Taliban accused a 20-year-old student of spying, 

kidnapped him, and killed him a week later (225). 

¶ In December 2016, Taliban publicly hanged a university student in Maidan Wardak 

province, after finding him guilty of killing two Taliban commanders. The Taliban 

claimed to have carried out an ΨinvestigationΩ, ŀƴŘ ΨarrestedΩ and questioned the 

student before killing him (226). 

¶ In January 2017, a man was beaten to death by the Taliban, after a trial in a so-called 

Ψkangaroo courtΩ, because he reported the placement of an IED in front of his house 

(227). 
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1.2.3 Working for foreign military troops 

 

One of the main aims of the Taliban is the departure of foreign troops (228). (See 0Taliban 
objectives). Those associated with the presence of these foreign troops, such as interpreters 
or guards, are according to several experts interviewed on this topic, top priorities to be 
targeted (229). The ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлмп ΨYƘŀƛōŀǊΩ 
Spring Offensive lists civilian contractors, translators, administrators, logistics personnel, 
amongst other individuals, as potential targets (230). 

 

1.2.3.1 Interpreters 

 

Citing a UNHCR source from 2009, Ben Anderson, a journalist who investigated the situation 
of interpreters for the US military in Afghanistan, estimated that an interpreter in Afghanistan 
was killed every 36 hours (231). More recently, although according to Giustozzi difficult to 
verify, the Taliban claimed to have killed 15 interpreters in Kabul and surrounding suburbs in 
2015 and 23 more in the first 11 months of 2016 (232). Anand Gopal stated, on the other hand, 
that there have not been many killings of interpreters in cities where the insurgent presence 
is not firm. Gopal gave the opinion that interpreters will receive threats, but killing is rare 
because of the reduced ability of insurgents to penetrate and target in cities such as Herat or 
Mazar-e Sharif (233). The Taliban spokesperson, interviewed by the Smithsonian Magazine, 
stated that the Taliban not usually send warning letters to interpreters, who he called 
Ψƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǊŀƛǘƻǊǎΩ ό234). 

 

1.2.3.2 Other staff 

 

Not only interpreters are being killed, so are those working in other capacities for the foreign 
military.  For example, in June 2017, eight security guards working at the US military airbase 
in Bagram were killed when Taliban opened fire on their vehicle (235). In Baghlan, the Taliban 
have forced local communities to banish certain families who they considered are allies of the 
international forces (236). Anand Gopal however held the opinion that there is a difference 
between the those on the payroll of the foreign forces, such as interpreters and security 
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guards and, on the other hand, individuals doing general maintenance jobs on security bases 
or delivering goods to the foreign forces. He gave the opinion that: 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ, and there 
it depends to the question of control. There are cases I know where the Taliban are in 
complete control of an area and foreign bases are basically surrounded. People are 
ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ōŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŀǊgeted as in 
areas where there is contested controlΩ (237).  

 

1.2.3.3 Special Immigrant Visa 

 

Since 2009, the US has run a Special Immigrant Visa program to help some individuals who 
worked with the US to leave Afghanistan. However, there are caps on the number of 
participants, and advocacy groups called the procedures are too slow and not in pace with 
demand (238). There are two special immigrant classifications: one for individuals who worked 
as translators or interpreters and one for individuals who were employed by, or on behalf of, 
the US government or by ISAF in Afghanistan. Between 2008 and 2015, respectively 461 and 
6,928 visa have been issued (239).  

In December of 2016, the Afghan SIV program was extended for an additional four years until 
31 December 2020, authorising an additional 1,500 available visas. The conditions included:   

Ψbe employed by or on behalf of the United States Government in Afghanistan for a 
period of at least two years; served as an interpreter or translator for United States 
military personnel, the State Department, or USAID in Afghanistan, particularly while 
traveling off-base or away from U.S. Embassies with such personnel; performed 
sensitive and trusted activities for the United States Government in Afghanistan; 
provided faithful and valuable service to the United States Government, which is 
documented in a positive recommendation or evaluation from a senior supervisor; 
and have experienced or are experiencing an ongoing serious threat as a consequence 
of ǘƘŜ ŀƭƛŜƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ (240). 

In March 2017, the US Embassy in Kabul reportedly stopped scheduling interviews for Afghan 
military interpreters, because it had ran out of Special Immigrant Visas (SIV). By then it was 
estimated that more than 10,000 applicants were waiting on a decision in their file (241). In 
May 2017, the US president allocated 2,500 extra SIVs for Afghans who were employed by or 
on behalf of the US Government (242) and in June 2017, the US Senate approved to issue 
another 4,000 more SIVs for Afghan interpreters or staff  (243). 

Waiting for their visa sometimes for years, many of these (former) employees of foreign 
troops remain in a situation where they fear targeting (244). There have been reports of 
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individuals being killed while waiting for an answer to their visa application (245).  Some out of 
necessity go back to translating for foreign troops or contractors in areas where they have 
been targeted before (246). 

In 2013, the ¦Y ŀƴŘ 5ŜƴƳŀǊƪ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ Ǿƛǎŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΩ for interpreters and 
other personnel (247). At least for the UK, concerns were voiced that the more than 1,000 visas 
foreseen in the program would not cover all the more than 2,000 staff that worked for the UK 
troops in Afghanistan (248). Other sources stated only around 600 would qualify (249). As in the 
US, the UK special visa program was, according to some, marred by slow and overly 
bureaucratic procedures and blamed for being too restrictive (250). According to an assessment 
made by the volunteer-run website called Refugees.dk, which provides information about 
asylum in Denmark, Denmark also runs a similar visa program, but after two years only eight 
Afghan interpreters of the 151 who applied  had received a visa (251).  

 

1.2.4 Education sector personnel 

 
1.2.4.1 Education in Afghanistan 

 

According to a May 2016 research paper on the practices of the Taliban in relation to 
education in Afghanistan by scholars Barnett Rubin, who is the director of the Afghanistan 
Pakistan Regional Program ŀǘ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ Centre on International Cooperation 
and previously was Senior Adviser to the Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan 
in the US Department of State, and Clancy Rudeforth, conflict mediation adviser for the 
private diplomacy organisation Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, a difference should be 
made between two major systems of education in Afghanistan. There is the government-
supported education in schools known as maktabs. In addition, there is religious education in 
schools known as madrassas. Madrassas can be state-run or private (252). According to Neamat 
Nojumi, a third group of educational institutions has emerged in post-Taliban Afghanistan, 
which are private institutions. They count over a hundred over the whole country, according 
to him (253). In all three systems, schools have a curriculum of Islamic religious education 
combined with science, language, mathematics and other subjects. Only the proportion of 
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religious education differs (254). Dar ul hifaz are schools specialised in teaching memorisation 
of the Quran by heart, not to be confused with the madrassas (255). 

 

1.2.4.2 Targeting of education institutions after 2001 

 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлǎΣ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴ ΨŎƭƻǎŜŘ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ schools and restricted other forms of 
non-ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ό256). When they re-emerged as an insurgency in 2004-5, they showed 
hostility toward schools run by the Ministry of Education, the maktabs, which they regarded, 
ŀǎ ΨŀƎŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΩΣ according to scholars Rubin and Rudeforth (257). The violence 
against schools peaked in 2006, with dozens of students and teachers killed and hundreds of 
schools burned or forcibly shut down (258).  

However, communities showed little support for violence and the Taliban faced a hostile 
response from villagers who wanted their children to be allowed to go to school (259). The 
Taliban allowed schools to re-open if certain demands were met: adopt the Taliban 
curriculum, based on the 1980s mujahedin curriculum and textbooks, and hire teachers of 
religious subjects linked to the Taliban, usually in addition to teachers paid by the ministry of 
Education (260).   

Since 2009, schools and teachers were removed from the list of targets by the Taliban, which 
led to an actual decrease in attacks on schools and personnel (261). Lƴ нлмнΣ ΨUNAMA 
concluded that the circumstances for recent or continuous closures are varied, and do not 
Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǳƴƛŦƛŜŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ό262). Still schools continued to be targeted 
regularly, even after this change in Taliban policy (263). Some examples include: 

¶ Three teachers were killed and another abducted by the Taliban in Ghor province in 

March 2014 (264) 

¶ A teacher was killed in his home in Uruzgan province in November 2015 (265) 

UNAMA documeƴǘŜŘ пп ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǘƘǊŜŀǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ-
related personnel and facilities (including teachers, school watchmen and staff from the 
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5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴύΩ ƛƴ нлмсΣ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀ пм ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ 
instances compared to 2015 (266). In 2016, UNAMA and UNICEF stated:  

ΨIn Afghanistan, education personnel, including students, continued to face direct 
attacks and threats from Anti-Government Elements due to their association with 
education provided by the Government. For example, UNAMA documented multiple 
instances of teachers employed by the Government of Afghanistan being killed, 
beaten, abducted or threatened by Anti-Government Elements after being accused of 
pro-Government alignmentΩ (267). 

In 2012, UNAMA reported on Taliban directives distributed in several provinces to provincial 
Education Departments offering a detailed critique of specific content in school textbooks:  

Ψ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ŜŘƛǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳǎƛŎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΣ 
tƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ όƎƛǊƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 
childhood and not after that), there is difference between regular war and holy war 
(Jihad), the right to life should differentiate between suicide and martyrdom, and 
religions ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜǉǳŀƭΩ ό268).  

 

1.2.4.3 Position of the Taliban towards education as of 2017 

 

The Taliban regularly issue statements claiming to be in support of education (269) and 
proclaiming an absolute ban on attacks on education. For example, a Taliban statement from 
August 2016 said (translated by Borhan Osman):  

ΨAccording to the principles of the Islamic Emirate, no mujahed has the permission to 
destroy a bridge or burn a school. . . . Our countrymen have to be aware that the 
Islamic Emirate mujahedin never intentionally harm any school or public property. 
¢ƘŜ 9ƳƛǊŀǘŜΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ 
to the attention of mujahedinΩ (270). 

Attacks against schools and educational personnel are Ψno longer systematic, but still happenΩΣ 
according to Rubin and Rudeforth (271). Some examples include: 

¶ A staff member of the provincial school authority was killed in a bomb attack in May 

2017 in Ghazni (272) 

¶ In July 2017, deputy director of Islamic education in Kapisa was killed by a family 

member, a member of the Taliban (273). 

According to a 2016 study by the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU), an 
independent research think tank based in Kabul, the current objective of the insurgents is not 
the school closures, as was the case in their violent campaign of 2006-2008, but to gain control 
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over them. This control is asserted through local deals with local government officials. Such 
negotiated settlements include arrangements over curriculum with the Taliban being able to 
inspect the schools regularly (274). However, in Paktika province, for example, dozens of 
schools remain closed because of insecurity. Locals, interviewed by Pajhwok Afghan News, 
blame the closure of these schools on individuals within the Taliban, rather than on the 
Taliban movement (275).  

According to Giustozzi, Ψ[e]ducational staff are allowed to operate if their department of 
education or school signs an agreement with the Taliban, change curriculum and textbooks, 
recruit teachers recommended by the Taliban for the religious subjects and allow the Taliban 
to supervise the schoolΩ (276). According to Neamat Nojumi, however,  

ΨThis Taliban/government partnership has been a localized practice only in the south, 
particularly in contested areas in Helmand. Even in Helmand, it is not the case for the 
ǿƘƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ [ŀǎƘƪŀǊƎŀƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ 
toward the government funded educational facilities and efforts has been hostile in 
many other contested areas of the country. In principle, the Taliban view the current 
educational system as the extension of the Ψmorally corruptΩ Afghan government that 
ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ ƛƴŦƛŘŜƭǎΩ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǘƻƭŜǊŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ώΧϐ was 
mainly because of the popularity of education across Afghanistan. Otherwise, they 
ǊŜƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ !ŦƎƘŀƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅΩ ό277). (See 1.1.4.1 The 
aim of the Taliban targeting campaign) 

In a June 2017 BBC report from Helmand, it is documented how the Taliban runs schools, still 
funded by the government. They continue to use government textbooks and only made minor 
changes to the curriculum. Government inspectors even still have access to the schools (278). 
Abubakar Siddique stated that teachers in rural areas often hail from the local communities, 
and therefore are often tolerated even in communities under Taliban control, if they do not 
speak out against the Taliban (279). Borhan Osman stated similarly that in an effort to come 
across as a viable alternative to the Afghan government caring for local communities, the 
mere fact that one is a teacher or employee of the Ministry of Education will not alone cause 
targeting unless this person is outspoken against the Taliban or considered as a spy, passing 
information to the provincial government, intelligence agencies or certain political parties 
(280). Neamat Nojumi added that, while this Ψmight be accurate for Helmand and parts of the 
southern districts. It would be difficult to establish this as the reality on the ground for the 
rest of Afghanistan. Taliban tolerating local teachers is not because of their respect to the 
formal educational system, but because they cannot easily eliminate the local teachers in a 
particular place. Often times this level of tolerance has a localized social and political 
reasoningΩ ό281). 

According to a 2016 study by AREU, there are wide regional differences in these negotiated 
arrangements, depending on who is running the insurgency, who is the provincial elite or 
powerbroker, who is running the provincial line ministries and what is their strength and 
relationship towards each other and towards the political centre in Kabul (282). And even then, 
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local negotiated deals with the Taliban do not for guarantee protection for teachers, partly 
because of the presence of mobile insurgent groups that do not feel bound by any settlement 
(283). Anand Gopal similarly explained that targeting tends to be much higher and 
unpredictable in contested areas, in situations where loyalties are unclear to the armed actors 
trying to assert control over populations (284). bŜŀƳŀǘ bƻƧǳƳƛ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψǘhese negotiated 
settlements are totally informal and extremely local. They are very fragile and can end with a 
senior level removal on either sidesΩ ό285). 

Borhan Osman suggests that there is a shift in targeting policy going on. Although universities 
are in general tolerated, certain institutions such as the American University in Afghanistan 
(AUAF) have been legitimate targets because of their links to the United States (286). The US 
funds 70 % of the universitȅΩǎ costs (287). The AUAF was targeted twice in August 2016 when 
two of its foreign professors have been kidnapped by the Taliban and later that month 13 
people, including 7 students and a professor, were killed in a complex attack (288). In January 
2017, the Ministry of Higher Education called for replacing all foreign university teachers with 
Afghans, partly because of security reasons (289). 

Other instances of intimidation include pressuring teachers not to collect their salaries in the 
bank. The Taliban justified these moves in their fight against corruption and Ψghost teachersΩ 
(290). In other instances, the Taliban have set a condition on the re-opening of schools that the 
money from the Ministry of Education goes to the Taliban, the Taliban could assign teachers 
and head masters and could set the curriculum (291). 

 

1.2.4.4 Women in education 

 

Analysts Osman and Gopal stated that based on an extensive 2016 research paper based on 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻǇ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
leadership on how field commanŘŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ώŀƴŘϐ ǘƘŜ 
ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩ ό292). UNAMA and UNICEF however ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ нлмрΣ !ƴǘƛ-
Government Elements deliberately restricted access of women and girls to education, 
including closure of gƛǊƭǎΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜȅƻƴŘ пǘƘ ƻǊ сǘƘ ƎǊŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ōŀƴǎ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ό293). 

Media reports about the closure of girls schools continue to be reported, for example: 

¶ In 2015 in Logar, 12 girls schools were closed after receiving Taliban threats that they 
would burn the schools and kill the staff and students (294).   
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¶ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ нлмрΣ ǎƛȄ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ƛƴ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ 
of Nangarhar and Kunar (295).  

¶ In the Shindand district in Herat province, a number of girls schools remain shut in 
2017 because of persistent Taliban threats (296). 

¶ hƴƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ΨƛƴŘŜŦŀǘƛƎŀōƭŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜƭŘŜǊǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƎƛǊƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ !ƭŀǎŀȅ 
district of Kapisa could reopen in 2017 (297). 

Violent incidents targeting female teachers are also reported, including: 

¶ Taliban abducted two female teachers in Ghor in November 2016 (298).  

¶ IWPR reported in December 2016, that female teachers have repeatedly been 
kidnapped by insurgents in Ghor (299). 

 

1.2.5 Religious scholars  

 

UNAMA stated that Ψcivilian casualties from attacks deliberately targeting religious persons 
and places of worshipΩ steeply rose in 2016 (300). According to UNAMA, the killings target 
Ψmullahs who had expressed pro-Government views or condemned civilian casualties caused 
by Anti-DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 9ƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ ό301). According to an article in the New York Times, Ψtheir 
words carry weight across many parts of society, and they are assiduously courted for their 
support τ and frequently killed for their criticismΩ (302). According to Neamat Nojumi, ΨƳost 
of these clerics are killed mainly because they are either supporting the government or just 
simply rejecting the Taliban school of thought and ideology on the basis of moderate form of 
Islam practiced in Afghanistan for centuries, [for instance], SufismΩ ό303). The New York Times 
reports that hundreds of religious scholars have been killed since 2001, with an uptick of the 
targeting in the last two years (304). According to Anand Gopal, this occurs primarily in areas 
where the Taliban do not exert total control (305).  

The reason for this targeting campaign is that the Taliban fear criticism from ulema more than 
from other actors in society. Only they are capable of delegitimisƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 
ideology (306). Ulema have frequently spoken out against certain insurgent tactics on religious 
grounds (307). Neamat Nojumi added that both the Taliban and the Afghan government have 
their own ulema (308).  

Examples of targeting of religious scholars, not all publicly claimed by the Taliban, include:  
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¶ In November 2013, gunmen on a motorbike killed the deputy head of the Kandahar 

Ulema Council (309). 

¶ In August 2015, a member of the greater Ulema Council was killed in a Taliban attack 

on the road between Tirin Kot, Uruzgan, and Kandahar (310). 

¶ In May 2016, gunmen on a motorcycle killed an imam in Kandahar city (311). 

¶ In May 2017, the deputy head of Islamic Science at the Academy of Science  and 

doctorandus at the University of Nangarhar was shot from a motorcycle and killed in 

Kabul (312). 

¶ Also in May 2017, the chair ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǿŀǎ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ in 

Logar (313). 

¶ In May 2017, explosives, placed in his classroom, killed the head of the Ulema Council 

for Parwan (314). 

¶ In June 2017, a remote-controlled IED targeted a weekly gathering of provincial Ulema 

council members in Herat city (315). 

¶ In August 2017, the deputy head of the Ghazni provincial Ulema council was killed 

(316). 

¶ In September 2017, the head of Kapisa Ulema Council was shot and killed near his 

home (317). 

UNAMA also reports that religious leaders can be killed Ψfor delivering a funeral ceremony to 
a deceased Afghan national security force member, despite warnings not to do soΩ (318). 

 

1.2.6 Humanitarian workers 

 
1.2.6.1 Health-care workers 

 

Violence against health care institutions is, according to a 2016 AREU study on education and 
health services delivery, Ψmuch rarerΩ than violence against educational institutions (319). In 
2016, however, UNAMA recorded 119 incidents affecting health-care facilities or health-care 
workers, resulting in 23 casualties (320) - as compared to 94 incidents affecting education, of 
which 44 directly targeting education personnel and institutions (321). Incidents mainly include 
threats, intimidation, harassment and abduction of health-care personnel, including 
ambulance drivers. Threats and intimidation ranged from ordering the closure of a clinic or 
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vaccination program to ordering medical staff to pay taxes (322). In the first half of 2017, 
UNAMA recorded seven incidents in which eighteen healthcare workers were abducted (323).  

Often, the reason for the threats against hospitals and clinics include the fact that the facilities 
treated wounded or injured adversaries (be it pro-government or anti-government fighters) 
(324). (For government treatment of these individuals, see 2.4 Treatment of health care and 
other humanitarian workers). Anand Gopal however questioned if in these rare instances 
where healthcare workers are targeted, the reason is to be looked for purely in the insurgency, 
suggesting often rivalries or disputes are at the origin of these targeting incidents (325).  

Here too, local negotiated arrangements with the insurgents create a space for health 
workers. Like educational institutions, clinics (both government clinics or ngo-operated) need 
a bargain to be able to function (326). According to Giustozzi, health staff Ψare allowed to 
operate if they accept treating injured Taliban cadreΩ (327). UNOCHA reports that health care 
workers have been forced to treat a soldier or a fighter at gunpoint (328). In one incident in 
Baghlan in May 2017 for example, a healthcare worker was killed after he failed to operate 
on an injured insurgent because of lack of capacity or facilities (329). In Baghlan, the Taliban 
ordered a medical facility to relocate to an area under their control so that medics could treat 
their fighters (330). However, according to a doctor working in a hospital in Musa Qala, 
Helmand, and quoted in a BBC report on life under the Taliban from June 2017, the system of 
hospitals run by the government in areas under Taliban control encounters many problems: 
doctors do not receive their salaries and medical supplies are lacking. Sometimes, the Taliban 
steals medicines for themselves (331). In Uruzgan, almost all clinics, including the central 
hospital in the provincial capital, were closed in September 2017 after receiving threats from 
the Taliban who control most of the province. The reasons cited for these threats were that 
Ψthe Taliban were demanding that the government select only health officials recommended 
by their insurgent movement, and that they select the locations of any new clinics. Other 
officials said the Taliban also wanted the government to send surgeons and medical supplies 
to district clinics to care for wounded insurgentsΩ ό332). The Taliban denied having made threats 
against these health institutions and claimed they had closed these health centres because of 
corruption and because the government deprived health centres in Taliban controlled areas 
of funding and medicines (333). 

As is the case with teachers, Abubakar Siddique stated that doctors in rural areas often are 
tolerated, even in communities under Taliban control, if they do not speak out against the 
Taliban (334). This was corroborated by Borhan Osman, who commented that: Ψas long as there 
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is nothing that makes you stand out as a potential enemy of the Taliban, the mere fact that a 
person is a health worker, will not make this person a target for the TalibanΩ (335). 

Here too, the situation can differ from area to area, depending to the degree of control versus 
contestation (336). According to Humanitarian Outcomes, an independent research 
consultancy (337) that produces the Aid Worker Security Report for 2017 (338), in contested 
areas, Taliban ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ƻƴ ŀƛŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ Ψǘƻ ŘŜǎǘŀōƛƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƛȊŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ 
while delegitimising ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘƻǿ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ 
In areas firmly under Taliban ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ ƛƴǎǳǊƎŜƴǘǎ ΨƘŀǾŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŘŜŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
humanitarian actors to provide services to the population (and aid groups can be a revenue 
ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ΨǘŀȄŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎύΩ ό339).  According to UNOCHA, 
in 2016 and 2017, medical facilities were the target of 240 attacks, averaging 13 incidents per 
month.  The highest number of incidents affecting health facilities or aid workers happened 
in Badghis (16), Uruzgan (13), Nangarhar (11), and Helmand (3) (340).  In Nangarhar, a largely 
contested province (341), UNOCHA cited doctors who reported incidents of targeting, such as 
threats and killings by insurgents against their colleagues; they stated that are very worried 
to travel to work or to their home villages. Several cases of targeting ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΩ family members 
in kidnapping-for-ransom were also reported (342). The Taliban are also said to use kidnapping 
as a form of ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǊŜƎƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ of aid workers in territories they control (343). UNOCHA also 
interviewed a doctor in Mazar-e Sharif, who, by contrast with those in Nagarhar, indicated 
that they had not experienced threats as a result of the conflict at their facility which serves 
4,000 people on the outskirts of the city (344). 

 

1.2.6.2 NGO workers 

 

The International NGO Safety Office (INSO), a NGO that provides security analysis to other 
NGOs in conflict areas, states on its website  

ΨWhilst incidents of NGOs being the direct targets of hostility remain rare, there have 
been several prominent cases in which NGOs were targeted as a result of their 
activities being perceived as either non-ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ ƻǊ ƛƴ Ǿƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
or religious customs. With local operating environments becoming increasingly 
complex and the array of armed actors both broader and more fragmented, this 
presents a key risk to NGOsΩ (345). 

From January to August 2017, INSO recorded 94 incidents affecting NGOs, of which 25 were 
robberies and 16 cases of intimidation, resulting in 9 fatalities and 10 injuries (346).  
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In 2015, nowhere in the world have there been more victims of attacks on aid workers than 
in Afghanistan: 101, compared to 42 in second South Sudan (347). In Afghanistan, aid workers 
are primarily the victim of kidnappings (348). 

²ƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŦŀǘŀƭƛǘȅ ǊŀǘŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Lb{h ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ 
NGO workers killed in the country from national and international NGO staff and the Red 
Cross, INSO clarifies that ΨWhere there is no clear upwards trend in NGO deaths, we assess 
that systematic targeting of NGOs does not exist and that deaths rather occur as a result of 
exposure to ambient insecurity albeit with occasional targeted eventsΩ [emphasis in the 
original] (349). In his statement on the occasion of Eid-ul Adha ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ 
website, Taliban leader Haibattullah welcomed NGOs to come to areas under Taliban control 
and called upon his fighters to provide cooperation and security for NGOs (350). Still, according 
to Humanitarian Outcomes, an NGO that monitors violence against aid workers, the Taliban 
have been responsible for 39 % of all attacks from non-state armed groups around the world 
between 2011 and 2016. No other group was attributed more attacks than the Afghan Taliban 
(351). 

However, during the brief takeover of the city of Kunduz in 2015, the former Taliban leader 
Mullah Mansour, in a statemenǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƭƛōŀƴΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΣ likewise called for NGO-
workers to continue their work normally and report problems and complaints to the Taliban 
ΨCommission for Control and Administration of NGOs and CompaniesΩ (352). Yet, ΨUNAMA 
received consistent reports of NGO staff being singled out by the Taliban in house searches, 
ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊǎΩΩ. UNAMA further 
clarified: Ψeven where individual Taliban commanders wished to ensure the protection of NGO 
personnel and property, they struggled to achieve this given the number of different groups 
engaged in fighting and the lack of a centralized command and control structure in KunduzΩ 
(353).  

Especially younger and lower-ranked members of insurgents groups, interviewed by 
Humanitarian Outcomes, frequently accused aid workers ƻŦ Ψoffending and transgressing 
LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŘƛŎǘŀǘŜǎΩΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ό354). 

 

1.2.6.3 Other categories of humanitarian workers 

 

Eighteen of the 95 incidents targeting health-care workers recorded by UNAMA in 2016 
targeted polio vaccination programs (355). UNICEF, quoted by UNAMA, recorded 20 conflict-
related incidents involving polio-eradication workers, but that directly targeted the polio 
eradication program. Threats and intimidation let to bans, that were mostly ended through 
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mediation of local and respected elders (356). In May 2017, one polio worker was shot and 
wounded in Khost (357). In Kunduz, where the Taliban blocked polio-vaccinations for 15 
months, the main reason for the blockade was a demand from the Taliban for the construction 
of a trauma clinic to treat civilians and wounded fighters, but also  suspicion among villagers 
that polio teams could be infiltrated by spies was cited (358).  

Another specific category of humanitarian workers are the de-miners. In 2016, UNAMA 
recorded 19 casualties and the abduction of 110 civilians in incidents involving humanitarian 
de-miners. In the first half of 2017, according to UNAMA, in incidents targeting humanitarian 
de-miners four civilians were abducted, but no civilian casualties occurred (359). Since 2010, 
90 de-miners have been killed, 120 wounded and 720 kidnapped, reported AP in June 2017 
(360). Most commonly, de-miners are attacked because they clear up mines either laid by the 
Taliban, or because the Taliban benefits from a minefield not being usable by other forces 
(361). UNAMA also observed that insurgents frequently stole or destroyed vehicles and de-
mining equipment (362). 

 

1.2.7 Tribal elders 

 

The Taliban has punished and killed local elders perceived as pro-government (363). According 
to Anand Gopal, these are mostly tribal elders who sit in district shuras or District 
Development Assemblies (DDA) and are primarily in areas where the Taliban does not exert 
total control over the area (364). UNAMA recorded in 2016, 69 attacks targeting tribal elders, 
resulting in 185 casualties (365). In the first six months of 2017, 29 attacks occurred, compared 
to 19 the first six months of 2016 (366). Although the Taliban have not publically claimed all 
these incidents, examples include:  

¶ In January 2016, a suicide bomber targeted the home a prominent elder in the city of 

Jalalabad, Nangarhar, where at that point several elders had gathered (367). 

¶ In March 2017, Taliban held captive four tribal elders for over 40 days in Logar (368). 

¶ In May 2016, Taliban shot and killed a prominent and influential elder in Farah (369). 

¶ An elder known for resolving tribal disputes was shot and killed in a mosque in Khost 

in June 2017 (370). 

¶ Explosives attached to his car killed a tribal elder from Nangarhar in July 2017 (371). 
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1.2.8 Enemies of the Taliban 

 

Giustozzi defines Ψenemies of the TalibanΩ as Ψleaders and key members of parties and groups 
hostile to the Taliban, such as high level individuals killed in 2011: leader of the Jamiaat-e 
Islami party and president of the High Peace Council, Burhannudin Rabbani; Uruzgan governor 
and strongman Jan Mohammad; or, police commander for Northern Afghanistan, General 
Daud; Kandahar ǎǘǊƻƴƎƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ YŀǊȊŀƛΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ, Ahmad Wali Karzai (372). For 
individuals such as these targets, Dr. Giustozzi states that he sees no possibility for someone 
of such a rank to repent and that the Taliban sees no need to provide a warning to those high 
profile individuals before being targeted (373).  

Enemies of the Taliban may also include members of other armed groups active in the country, 
such as the Hezb-e Islami, of which the armed wing under Gulbuddin Hekmatyar signed a 
peace agreement with the government of Afghanistan (374). Out of fear of retaliation by the 
Taliban, Hezb-e Islami fighters have refused to lay down their arms (375). Although active 
Taliban member have been and still are living among Hezb-e Islami members in Pakistan (376), 
killings of members of Hezb-e Islami have taken place. Hezb-e Islami members have suggested 
that these (attempted) assassinations ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ Ψŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ άŎƻƭƭǳǎƛƻƴέ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ 
officials and the TalibanΩ ό377). Examples of targeting by unknown perpetrators include the 
killing of a Hezb-e Islami commander gunned down in a mosque in Logar in June 2017 (378); in 
Baghlan in July 2017 (379) and an attack on a senior Hezb-e Islami member who narrowly 
escaped a targeted assassination attempt in Kabul in September 2017 (380).  

The Taliban can individually target members of other armed groups too. In Nangarhar in 
August 2017, Khaama Press reported that the Taliban sentenced two ISKP members to death 
and executed them on charges of killing civilians and killing Taliban (381). 

 

1.2.9 Journalists, media workers and human rights defenders 

 

UNAMA states that journalists and civil society representatives Ψwho express opinions and 
monitor and report on human rights violations and abusesΩ encounter an Ψenvironment of 
threat and intimidationΩ attributable to both insurgents and state actors (382).  

In general, the media forms an important part of the TalibanΩǎ propaganda. Journalists are 
used to quickly disseminate their message. Their spokespersons call reporters with their latest 
news, systematically send e-mails or text messages and answer the phone when called up by 
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