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Most of Afghanistan is still not served by a coherent, functioning and corruption-free police force. In some 

parts of the country, the Taliban are starting to fill the gap in demand for basic law and order.  However, 

international efforts to address the development of the new national police force - through Security Sector 

Reform, the work of PRTs and EU and individual national contributions - are likely to remain fragmented. 

This article explores these many facets including the EUPOL mission. 

 
Introduction 

 
‘We have built the police into a less well-armed, less well-trained version of the Army and 

launched them into operations against the insurgents. Meanwhile, nobody is doing the job of 

actual policing-rule of law, keeping the population safe…civil and criminal law 

enforcement…the Taliban have stepped into this gap…’ David Kilcullen, November 2008 
 

One patrolman confided to his trainer that he never knew beating his wife was illegal.1 
 
In the 1990s the corruption of law and the break down of order was a major contributing factor in the rise of 
the Taliban.  In the seven years since the removal of the Taliban regime, most of Afghanistan is still not 
served by a police force. There are two main reasons for this: the sheer extent of destruction and neglect 
suffered by Afghan government institutions after many years of conflict and the failure of the international 
community to recognise what was needed and to implement a coherent plan.  As a result, large numbers of 
the population in Afghanistan perceive themselves as unable to access law and order unless they turn to the 
Taliban, who are increasing filling this ‘justice vacuum’ with their own interpretation of Sharia law.  The 
speedy and effective development of the Afghan police force, therefore, is crucial.   
 
The scale of the problem  

 
‘How do you reduce crime in Afghanistan? Get rid of the police!’ apocryphal Afghan joke 

 
For at least a couple of decades, the Afghan police have been synonymous with perpetrating crime rather 
than preventing it.  In the aftermath of the fall of the Taliban, there was no nation-wide police force.  
Although uniforms, infrastructure and police nomenclature were evident across the country – a legacy of the 
Soviet era, and before - bands of armed men calling themselves police were almost universally used as the 
enforcement arm of local warlords.  They kept the peace by way of dealing with opponents of the warlord, 
raising “taxes” through a range of illegal activities and generally suppressing trouble.  Militia commanders 
took on the titles of “Chief of Police” and customs posts and checkpoints were seen as lucrative money 
earners, to be bought or seized.   
 

                                                   
1 Baker, A., ‘Policing Afghanistan’, Time 21 Oct. 2008 http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1852296,00.html?xid=feed-
cnn-topics 
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However, in the efforts to create effective security institutions in Afghanistan, the Afghan National Police 

(ANP) was (and still is) routinely neglected in favour of the Afghan National Army (ANA).2  Given the 
early weaknesses of the new Afghan government and administration, it was judged important to focus on 
generating independent military forces loyal to the new government rather than remain dependent on the 
fluid allegiances of local warlords. 
 
As a result, the money and resources that flooded into the fledgling ANA from 2002 only trickled into the 
ANP.  Where the ANA was started from scratch and vetting all personnel, the ranks of the police became an 
escape route for former militia fighters and local warlords fearful of losing their powerbases.  Underfunded, 
many police units became in effect uniformed bandits, establishing checkpoints to levy unofficial taxes as 
the only means of securing an income.   
 
Only recently has the imbalance of effort been redressed.  A US Congressional report indicates that between 

2002 and 2008, the ANA will have received approximately $10 billion and the ANP around $6 billion.3  By 

contrast, the contributions of other nations to the ANP reportedly amount to less than $400 million.4  The 

ANP remains inefficient, poorly trained, riddled with corruption and low in morale.5  Its parent ministry and 
command headquarters, the Interior Ministry, is in a similar condition.  The ANP is still several years away 
from meeting its training and capability goals and perhaps as many years away again from regaining the 
much-needed consent and trust of the population.  Additional difficulties have surfaced since 2006 - the 
resurgence of the Taliban has seen them on the front line of the counter-insurgency war – and suffering the 
most casualties, to the detriment of morale, recruitment and retention rates.6 
 

The United States Government Accountability Office further noted that ‘…no police unit is assessed as fully 

capable of performing its mission... …Afghanistan’s weak judicial system hinders effective policing, and our 

analysis of status reports from the field indicates that the ANP consistently experiences problems with police 

pay, corruption, and attacks, including by insurgents.’7  

Given the involvement of dozens of nations and institutions in the creation of this new police force, 
including the EU, the PRTs, Germany and the US, there will remain question marks over how well 

coordinated efforts will be and what the end result will look like.8  It is perhaps worth looking at some of the 
main efforts thus far to create an Afghan national police force. 
 
SSR and the “lead nation” concept - the Germans struggle… 

 
In 2002, as part of the international community’s efforts to rebuild Afghan government capacity, reform of 
the Afghan security sector was divided into five distinct “pillars” – reform of the Defence Ministry and 
creation of a national army, reform of the Interior Ministry and the creation of a national police force, reform 

                                                   
2 The Afghan National Police (ANP) are taken in this article as comprising Afghan Uniformed Police (AUP), the Afghan National 
Civil Order Police (ANCOP), the Afghan Border Police (ABP), the Counter-Narcotics Police of Afghanistan (CNPA).  There are 
other smaller organisations, such as criminal investigation, counter-terrorism, and customs.  
3 US GAO, ‘Afghanistan security’, Report to Congressional Committees, GAO-08-661, June 2008, p. 11, 
<http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-08-661 
4 ibid 
5 ‘the practice of corrupt and politically motivated appointments, misappropriation of funds or equipment, involvement in drug 
trafficking and high desertion rates continue to undermine the reform of the police.’, Report on the Implementation of the 
Afghanistan Compact by the Joint Coordination And Monitoring Board (JCMB), 12 June 2008. 
6 Cohen, T., ‘…police deaths account for nearly 60 per cent of friendly forces casualties. Last year [2007] alone, 925 of them were 
killed…’, ‘Afghan security forces bear brunt of casualties but resolve to fight is firm’, CNews, 30 Oct. 2008, 
http://cnews.canoe.ca/CNEWS/World/2008/10/30/7255136-cp.html 
7 US GAO, ‘Afghanistan security’, Report to Congressional Committees, GAO-08-661, June 2008, p. 31.  
<http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-08-661  
8 Packer, G., ‘Kilcullen on Afghanistan: “It’s still winnable, but only just.”’, Kilcullen quoted in The New Yorker, 14 Nov. 2008, 
<http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/georgepacker/2008/11/kilcullen-on-af.html 
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of the judiciary, Counter Narcotics and disarmament. Each nation took one pillar.  Germany stepped forward 
to take the lead with the Interior Ministry and the police. 
 
The ‘Lead Nation’ concept is now widely acknowledged to have been weak - each nation approached their 
particular area with differing concepts, understanding, expectations and resources.  German performance in 
developing the ANP was sluggish. There was a failure to recognise the scale of the problem – to be fair, 
something that much of the international community was guilty of.  The German approach was limited 
financially, confining itself to co-ordination of police reform rather than necessarily implementing it.  
 
… but the US picks up the slack  

 
In the end, the scale of the US financial contribution for police reform completely dominated and German 

and US initiatives became uncoordinated.9  From 2005, although Germany remained engaged in efforts to 
support police training in Afghanistan, the US took over formal responsibility for the development of the 
ANP.  In 2007, the Focused District Development (FDD) concept was initiated and funding levels revised 
accordingly.  
 
The ultimate destination of the ANP - how big will it be and what will it do – remains unclear.  A target of 
62,000 police force, to be reached in 2007, was revised upwards to 82,000.  However, the International Crisis 
Group notes that:  
 

‘…numbers cited are not necessarily present on the ground…Between 2003 and 2008 there have been 

149,000 trainees…[but] The UN estimated around 57,000 police on the ground; others as low as 35,000’10   

Perhaps more importantly, given the increasingly strong Taliban resurgence and the pressing need for 
combat troops to tackle the insurgents, the dominance of police funding by the US and the dominance of 
training from US soldiers, there looks to be a danger that the police will be little more than a military force 
rather than providers of law and order.   
 
A variety of solutions – the PRTs try to engage 

 
In the frequent absence of national or local police training programmes, the ISAF Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams have made efforts to engage with and assist in the development of local police units.  These efforts 
were rarely structured, planned or coordinated, either with each other or with the Afghan government.  Most 
efforts were dependent upon the contributions made by individual PRT members. This author witnessed the 
efforts of Norwegian police officers in Faryab province, in the summer of 2008.  The Norwegian police were 
funded by, and reported to, their own Justice Ministry, making for some difficulties in securing funds 
resources on a timely basis – or even at all. 
 
Efforts were, of necessity, often aimed at the most basic of requirements – provision of pens and papers for 
classrooms, accommodation buildings and reinforced checkpoints. While the police undoubtedly possessed 
shiny new vehicles and uniforms – certainly in the provincial capital – basic skills such as leadership, 
management, delegation and initiative were in shorter supply.  In less accessible parts of the province, where 
the police were routinely targeted by insurgent groups, reports were even less encouraging – casualties were 

high, morale was low and desertion rates, drug abuse and corruption at extremely worrying levels.11   
 

                                                   
9 Wilder, A., ‘Cops or Robbers: the struggle to reform the ANP’, Afghan Research and Evaluation Unit, July 2007, pp. 25-26.  
10 International Crisis Group, ‘Policing in Afghanistan: still searching for a strategy’, ICG Asia Briefing No. 85, 18 Dec. 2008, p.2. 
11 Author’s observations and interviews, Faryab province, July 2008. 
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EUPOL – ‘too little too late’? 

 
A hastily put together EU mission, EUPOL12, intended to help mentor the ANP sits somewhere uneasily 
between the local PRT efforts and the large scale, multi-billion dollar programme of the US without any 
apparent clear understanding of how it is to contribute. One EU representative close to the programme 
described it as “too little, too late” and, indeed, it is difficult to find anyone with anything good to say about 
the EU’s contribution at all.  The organisation appears unable to find sufficient personnel to fill their own 
limited staff aspirations - as of September 2008 they reportedly had only 183 staff out of a target of 240 – 
this in the face of US requests for as many as 3,000 trainers.13   

 

There still remain question marks over how and why the EUPOL mission was created as well as doubts over 
its resources, capabilities and role. The mission is still struggling to achieve the limited staffing levels it set 
itself and risks becoming a minor footnote at best and a wasteful distraction of effort at worst, in the face of 
overwhelming US resources working in a different direction. Personnel in the mission undoubtedly possess 
some valuable police expertise which might be usefully employed if they were able to integrate with the US 
effort, which is using primarily military trainers to train the ANP. 
 
The US again - FDD  

 
In a belated recognition that the ANP was still failing to take off, the US took radical steps – it took over 
control, went back to the drawing board and threw a lot of money at the problem.  The result was FDD – 
Focused District Development.  A programme intended to cover the entire country, district by district, FDD 
is based upon extracting local police at the district level for two months of training (their areas to be covered 
by the Afghan National Civil Order Police while absent) and then reinserting them into the home areas with 
mentors closely supervising them.  Although the programme has been running since 2007, and is impressive 
in scale and ambition, it is as yet a little too early to judge its progress. 
 
 
“Quick fixes”: recruiting auxiliaries and militias… 

 
For centuries in Afghanistan, in the absence of law and order, groups of local fighters have been gathered 
together, given money and weapons and asked to police their local area, more or less on their own terms, in 
the absence of anyone else willing or able to do the job themselves.  With the demand for an ‘instant’ Afghan 
security force in 2002, it proved difficult to strike a balance between the need to quickly create forces and the 
risk that immature forces without proper training, accountability or esprit de corps will simply make the 
situation worse.   
 
It has proved easy to hand out money, uniforms, equipment and weapons and straightforward to declare 
groups of armed personnel as a “police” unit, but much harder to make them perform with loyalty, 
impartiality and accountability to the Afghan government.  Forces created hastily and thrown into service 
risk disintegration – in the hard-pressed south, there are regular stories of police units defecting, deserting 

their posts or otherwise fraternising in some way with the Taliban.14   
 

                                                   
12 For previous ISIS research on EUPOL see Giji Gya, “EUPOL Afghanistan: an opportunity for whom?” European Security 
Review no 33. By Giji Gya May 2007. http://www.isis-europe.org/pdf/2007_artrel_27_esr33eupolafghanistan.pdf 
13 Author’s conversation with EU representative, 2008. 
14 UPI, ‘Afghan police allegedly aided Taliban’, 4 Nov. 2008,     
http://www.upi.com/Top_News/2008/11/04/Afghan_police_allegedly_aided_Taliban/UPI-32891225852233/ 
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Furthermore, efforts to create auxiliary police – the raising of local police units with a minimum of training – 
have raised controversy in the past (most notably in 2006) and, with a new administration in the US, may 
well do so in 2009.  There are very strong suggestions that some form of re-arming of tribal militias is once 
again being contemplated.  Regardless of whether such policies are effective or ‘culture appropriate’, such 
initiatives must surely frustrate strategy, cause resources to be diverted and work against the concept of 
coherent, centralised and accountable national police 
 
Hanif Atmar at the Ministry – quiet cause for optimism? 

 
At the end of 2008, one of the few pieces of good news for the development of the police and the Interior 
Ministry as a whole was the appointment of Hanif Atmar as head.  He has a reputation for efficiency, 
effectiveness and, crucially, appears to be free from corruption.  He has done good work in his previous two 
ministries (Ministry for Rural Rehabilitation and Development and the Ministry for Education) and Atmar is 
unlikely to be tolerant of corruption and inefficiency.  He will be certain to meet institutional resistance as 
beneficiaries of nepotism, poor quality officials and the corrupt now stand to lose position, money and 
influence.  He will not be popular but progress is likely. 
 
Concerns for the future  

 
There are several unresolved concerns that will ensure that progress with ANP development will be slow, 
fragile and potentially flawed:  
 

• It is still not clear how much of a priority will be given to the police in comparison to the ANA.  In the 
US, the debate is still ongoing – the highly credible and influential think-tank, the Centre for Strategic 
and International Studies, insists that the ANP should not be the priority.  If resources are diverted to 
tribal militias or some other form of local law and order concept, this may significantly slow the 
progress of the ANP.  

• Corruption levels and a culture of nepotism at high levels in the Interior Ministry and amongst regional 
police commanders remain strong.  Reform will be resisted by those who stand to lose. 

• On the one hand, the US FDD programme is much needed, well-resourced, nationwide development 
initiative, on the other, it looks as if the ANP is now being trained as a counter insurgency force to 
support the army, rather than as a community police force. 

• There is a risk that a political “numbers game” is going to be played with the manning levels of the 
ANP (and, for that matter, the ANA).  Actors within the international community may be inclined to see 
high numbers of Afghan security personnel (as opposed to capability, sustainability, morale and 
retention) as a sign that the job has been done and their own presence is no longer needed. 

• Regarding the future for other contributors – Germany, EUPOL, PRTs – despite the concerns over 
FDD, it might now be better to subordinate to and coordinate with FDD as the only real show in town 
and at least have everyone travelling in the same direction? 

 
Conclusions   
 
Although there are some relatively encouraging signs now, the starting point for the ANP was practically 
zero and it should perhaps not be a surprise that the state of the ANP remains woefully inadequate and is 
likely to remain so for the next half a decade at least.  The interventions and assistance of the international 
community will remain crucial for the ANP’s development (put bluntly, the ANP will not exist without the 
international community) but will continue to be fragmented and lacking in coherency. Whether the ongoing 
FDD process is the best way to develop the ANP has yet to be proven, but is already an academic issue – 
FDD is happening and there are no viable alternatives of the necessary scale required, certainly not from 
existing initiatives such as EUPOL. While police manning levels will continue to rise and meet the intended 
target, this is only one fairly simplistic measure of performance and capability. Other more important aspects 
– morale, honesty, impartiality, leadership - will be in shorter supply.  The trust of the people will not be 
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regained easily and in large parts of the country, for the next few years they are still likely to be regarded as 
the problem rather than the solution.   
 

By Tim Foxley, SIPRI  

 

 


