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Germany “strategically failed” in Afghanistan. This is the
main finding of a scathing interim report commissioned

by the country’s parliament to scrutinise Germany’s entire
military and civilian mission in Afghanistan from 2001 to
2021. Germany has always prided itself on having been the
second largest bilateral donor and troop contributor to
Afghanistan, but the report shows that this focus on quantity
overshadowed the question of the quality of Germany’s
activities. Although partly cushioned in positive language,

it also starkly reveals how, for two decades, governments
carried on painting an unrealistically rosy picture of

the situation in Afghanistan, all the while resisting an
independent public review. AAN’s Thomas Ruttig, who spent
much of the last two decades, and many years before that, on
the ground in Afghanistan, here summarises this devastating
330-page interim report. He brings out its main findings and
highlights its inconsistencies - a few rather surprising - and
blind spots.
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The first interim report of the Enquete-Kommission (Study Commission)
established by Germany’s federal parliament, the Bundestag, in July 2022 to
examine the country’s military and civilian activities in Afghanistan from 2001

to 2021 was presented to parliament on 19 February 2024. A final report should
be published in late summer/autumn 2025 and is expected to add more on
policy conclusions. For now, this 330-page interim report is devastating enough,
particularly in its probing of the strategic and political framework of Germany’s
Afghanistan policy (full text in German here).! The report is far-reaching in its
attempt to redress two decades of German government window-dressing on the
real situation in Afghanistan and the activities of its institutions involved there.

The report reveals gaping holes in German institutions responsible for dealing
with international crises, including, overall, successive governments’ failures to
formulate (and implement) a coherent Afghanistan strategy. The authors of the
report fault: (a) core ministries as unwilling to play ball with each other, (b) nearly
the entire governing class for throwing sand in the eyes of parliament and the
electorate on the mission’s (lack of) progress and (c) for detrimental shortfalls

in mobilising sufficient resources, particularly during early, key periods, and for
crucial parts of Germany’s mission (such as policing, democratisation and support
to Afghan civil society).

Statements by government witnesses made clear that a fallaciously rosy picture,
persistently presented, was not a misjudgement of the situation. Rather, it

was a misrepresentation of reality, consciously painted, and contrary to better
knowledge and the evidence provided by an abundance of independent reporting.
It was difficult to identify any positives in the report’s main findings. Moreover,
these failures were so systemic to the institutions of government that it is hard

to believe they can be quickly overcome, particularly as they have often been
repeated, for example in the German part of the recent United Nations and
European Union police missions in Mali.?

! There is an abridged version of the report in English - which includes a summary of the original German
report as well as a section titled “Assessments and lessons from the operation” (see here).

2 Federal Defence Minister Boris Pistorius also called the mission to Mali a “failure” and stated, “If we had
known from the start that it would end like this [with its expulsion by the new military junta], we would
probably all have said: ‘Then let’s leave it’” (see NDR report).


https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/990530/030f4d7432d257472d1f666298224136/Zwischenbericht-EK-Afghanistan.pdf
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/991780/ba2e941cccde2eb6156bef3edfcb3021/Extract_InterimReport_Study-Commission-Afghanistan_19_02_2024.pdf
https://www.ndr.de/nachrichten/niedersachsen/hannover_weser-leinegebiet/Bundeswehr-Einsatz-in-Mali-Soldaten-und-Politiker-blicken-zurueck,mali330.html

Between Facing Reality and Saving Face

This report first looks briefly at the main findings of the Study Commission’s report
and highlights areas where Germany and its partners failed in their intervention
in Afghanistan.

The following section looks at the institutional framework for Germany’s
assessment of its Afghanistan mission, the respective mandates and makeup

not only of the Study Commission, but also a second, concurrent enquiry: the
Investigations Committee is looking into Germany’s “insights, decision-making and
actions” taken between the signing of the United States-Taleban Doha agreement
on 29 February 2020 and the end of the mandate for the German deployment on 30
September 2021. It also considers why, in the end, it took so long for Germany to

take a comprehensive look at its intervention in the country.

A third section looks at the Study Commission’s assessment of Germany’s role and
spending in Afghanistan, both in the civilian and military sectors.

The report’s fourth section looks at areas in the Study Commission’s report
that merited deeper or better-informed inquiry, including Germany’s efforts in
democratisation, its relations with warlords and its lead-nation role in police reform.

The report concludes with the author’s view of this self-assessment exercise, as
well as a look ahead to what might be in store as the process continues with the
upcoming report of the Investigations Committee, and possibly other reports, on
the horizon.

In one major respect, the German report reads like a déja vu of an earlier report

by Norway (more about this below), which also concluded that Oslo’s keenness

to project itself as a valuable partner to the United States in NATO was the major
incentive for joining the Afghanistan mission.? The same was the case with Germany.
According to its former Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer’s witness statement to the
Study Commission, this had also “almost exclusively” been Germany’s overall goal in
signing up for the Afghanistan mission. Here, the report draws a positive conclusion

3 Later, in 2003, Germany would decline to support the US invasion of Irag.
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that Germany did succeed in playing its part in the Afghanistan mission “in its area
of responsibility.” Other than that, according to the authors, Germany - “together
with its international partners,” which explicitly includes the Afghan government -
“strategically failed [in Afghanistan].” The authors of the report further declare:

This failure was a collective one, to which not least the Afghan government and
its leaders, through corruption and poor governance, as well as its neighbouring
country Pakistan, contributed.”

Various areas where Germany and its partners failed in their intervention in
Afghanistan stand out in the report. These are discussed in some detail below:

The report finds that Germany and its partners were unable
“to sustainably safeguard results and set goals” for their 2001-21 intervention in
Afghanistan. (The German term is Afghanistan-Einsatz, somewhat equivalent to
‘Afghanistan mission’ or ‘Afghanistan intervention’ and refers to both the military
and civilian components.) It states that:

[T]he German [intervention], like the international engagement in Afghanistan,
was insufficiently conflict-sensitive and inadequate on the principle of ‘do no
harm’.... This includes collaborating with illegitimate partners at local and
national levels [and] the preference for certain groups in their cooperation
(warlords, ethnic and political networks).... This has promoted corruption and
conflict dynamics.

When the al-Qaeda attacks of 11 September 2001 were carried out
in the US, and Afghanistan was put back on the political map, the report states,
there was no “[policy] concept for Afghanistan” and “no peace diplomacy strategy to
ward off threats from [international] terrorism” existed in the German government.
Even later, when German troops and civilian personnel were present in Afghanistan,
“general government strategy formation” and “cross-ministerial planning” were not
evident. They were lost in “ministerial egoism.” A “continuous, self-critical review”
over the course of the operation “did not sufficiently take place.”

According to the report, the German government only
“selectively” achieved “its self-imposed goals of improving the living conditions
of the Afghan population and creating conditions conducive for investment in the
economic sector in order to reconstruct the economy.”

*The report is available only in German. All quotes from the report are working translations by the author.
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While the report does not explicitly say so, it seems the Study Commission found
it difficult to establish exactly how much money Germany spent in Afghanistan.

It suggests that official government figures on the ratio between Germany’s
military and civilian spending might be inaccurate. It concludes that there was an
imbalance between military and civilian spending that official government figures
seem to minimise. Civilian spending, the report says, was not around one-third of
the total spending, as government figures have suggested, but only between 5 and
15 per cent over the 20 years.”

Overall, the report concludes, the German government paid too little attention to
civil reconstruction. It remained underfunded. Conditionalities on aid introduced
by Berlin in 2010 as a means of curbing corruption in Afghanistan were selectively
applied and “produced no effects” as they “were not aimed at strengthening the
[Afghan] government’s responsibility towards the population” and did not meet
“Afghan needs.”

While Germany had long been the ‘lead nation’® on
police reform, the report finds that the civilian sectors and the police force were
understaffed. Germany lacked sufficient personnel capacity for this task “from
start to finish. Although formally responsible, Germany did not take on board the
effective multinational coordination [role] for all of Afghanistan.”

Beyond Germany’s own role, the report
points out that the overall international economic and development strategy
failed: “The effects of twenty years of international and German commitment
are extremely modest” and “despite the massive foreign investment, economic
construction and development efforts,” the increase in poverty before 2021 “could
not be sustainably curtailed.... Systemic effects on the societal level failed to
materialise.... Afghanistan remained one of the poorest countries in the world.”

*>The budgets were allocated to four German ministries: Defence received 12.3 billion euros (USD 13.1
billion; the Foreign Office received 2.48 billion euros (USD 2.6 billion), including 425 million (USD 453
million) for humanitarian assistance; Development received 2.46 billion euros (USD 2.6 billion) and;
finally, the Ministry of Interior’s main project, the German Police Project Team, 61 million euros (USD 65
million), was financed through the foreign office. The budgets cannot be simply divided into ‘military
spending’ (defence) and ‘civilian spending’ (foreign, interior, development) and the report does not
provide an extensive breakdown of the ratio between military and civilian spending.

6 The so-called ‘lead nation’ approach saw different countries take responsibility early on for specific
sectors: the US for the military, Germany for the police, Italy for the judiciary, the UK for counter-narcotics
and Japan for disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration of the militias.
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It acknowledges that “the massive external investment” in Afghanistan
“exacerbated existing inequalities in the medium and long term” and that “the
dependency on international financial transfers grew tremendously.”

The report picks up on the long-described general aid dependency of Afghan
institutions, donor “paternalism,” “the lack of donor coordination,” short-termism
and concentration on “quantitative success criteria,” and the donor-driven - as
opposed to needs-driven - nature of assistance to Afghanistan. It states that “a
large part of [international] funds flowed back to donor countries.”” It also quotes
a German academic study that “found that development cooperation had no
influence on the acceptance of international armed forces among the Afghan
population and therefore should not be used to legitimise them.”® This refers
particularly to the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) led by various troop-
contributing countries, the activities of which, according to the report, “were
[often] not coordinated with local state authorities and ignored them, which at
best had no effect and at worst undermined them, contributing to creating parallel
structures to the [Afghan] state.”® Germany led two PRTs, in Kunduz and Faizabad
(Badakhshan), with a sub-PRT in Talogan (Takhar).

The report criticises “the initial light footprint of
donor countries” as contributing to the mission’s failure. It led to “inadequate
resources and personnel for the far-reaching goals of international donors in
the security sector,” and through the “lead nation concept,” fragmented “goals

"Here, it quotes AAN’s ‘The State of Aid and Poverty in 2018: A new look at aid effectiveness in

Afghanistan’.

8 The study referred to is the DEval Policy Brief 4/2015, ‘Die Internationale Entwicklungszusammenarbeit
in der Wahrnehmung der Afghanischen Bevolkerung’, by J Bohnke, J Koehler and C Ziircher. There were
also much earlier ones, such as Andrew Wilder and Stuart Gordon’s ‘Money Can’t Buy America Love)’,
which was published by Foreign Policy in December 2009.

° Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) were joint international civilian and military teams that
undertook security, reconstruction, support to central governance and some relief operations in
Afghanistan’s provinces. These small teams, which began as a US initiative in 2003, were criticised by the
aid community as blurring the lines between military and civilian activities (see for example this Save
the Children report). Donor countries opted for this concept and ruled out the idea of Provincial Security
Teams (PSTs), initially suggested by the UN to create a conducive security environment for development
activities but not to directly engage in them. Barbara Stapleton’s ‘A Means to What End? Why PRTs are
peripheral to the bigger political challenges in Afghanistan’, Journal of Military and Strategic Studies,

Fall 2007, Vol 10, Issue 1, (see here) offers a critical study of PRTs: “In many respects the PRTs may have
proved more relevant to the needs of the international community, in allowing the promotion publicly of
good news over bad, than to the stabilization of the country.”


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/the-state-of-aid-and-poverty-in-2018-a-new-look-at-aid-effectiveness-in-afghanistan/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/the-state-of-aid-and-poverty-in-2018-a-new-look-at-aid-effectiveness-in-afghanistan/
https://www.deval.org/fileadmin/Redaktion/PDF/05-Publikationen/Policy_Briefs/2015_4_1_Afghanistan/DEval_Policy-Brief_Afghanistan_Wahrnehmung_2015_de.pdf
https://www.deval.org/fileadmin/Redaktion/PDF/05-Publikationen/Policy_Briefs/2015_4_1_Afghanistan/DEval_Policy-Brief_Afghanistan_Wahrnehmung_2015_de.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/12/01/money-cant-buy-america-love/
https://web.archive.org/web/20150402112500/http:/www.savethechildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/docs/Provincial_Reconstruction_Teams_and_Humanitarian-Military_Relations_in_Afghanistan_2004_09_1.pdf
https://ciaotest.cc.columbia.edu/journals/jomass/v10i1/f_0027891_22726.pdf
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and programmes” of various donor countries who were “lacking coordination
and cooperation.” The report also found no “overarching lead and oversight” in
reconstruction. It does not explicitly mention that this should have been the role
of the Afghan government which, particularly over the first decade, was often
sidelined and not even formally consulted. But it says that “Afghanistan’s needs”
were “not sufficiently explored” or “figured into the planning of reconstruction.”

o>\ — Talks on Afgha an

A Bon November 20

‘:f‘

Yunus Qanuni (right), head of the Northern Alliance delegation, during a press briefing at the Bonn
conference, with delegation members Hussain Anwari (centre) and Amena Afzali (left).
Photo: Damien Meyer/AFP, 28 November 2001

The report also criticises the plan for the 2014 ‘conditions-based’ handover

of security responsibility (transition) to the Afghan authorities with the end of
the ISAF (International Security Assistance Force)*® mission, which it says, was
watered down to a “time-driven” approach, determined by US internal (election)

1 The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was a multinational military mission in Afghanistan,
established by the United Nations Security Council in December 2001 (see UNSC Resolution 1386). After
ISAF’s mission ended in December 2014, it was succeeded by the Resolute Support Mission (see UNSC
Resolution 2189), which was terminated in September 2021.


https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/454998?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/784885?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/784885?ln=en&v=pdf
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politics.’* In particular, the report says, there was “a lack of a clear strategic will
on the part of the donors as well as implementing organisations to prioritise
local peacebuilding.”

The report contains two more statements on the general
development policy pursued in Afghanistan that are rather surprising, as they go
against the West’s dominating neoliberal, markets-centred doctrine. First, it says:

Radical market-oriented reform approaches ... undermined the development
of Afghan production structures in the long-term, which, among others,
would have been a prerequisite for sustainable employment systems and
investment incentives.

The report goes on to say that plans to rebuild the country’s economy “along
market economy principles [as is] enshrined in the Afghan constitution [was]
based on the idealistic but false assumption of general stable economic
conditions in a ‘normal’ post-conflict country. In other words, donor countries
miscalculated that the war was over when the first Islamic Emirate was toppled in
late 2001. (As late as in 2017, following a strategic review, the UN admitted “that
Afghanistan is not in a post-conflict situation,” as reported on Reliefweb.)

Second, the report criticises Germany’s Ministry of Economy for not actively
incentivising the German private sector to invest in Afghanistan’s reconstruction
by providing investment guarantees. The idea, however, of major Western private
investment in Afghanistan was wishful thinking. The ever-escalating war and the
resulting deterioration of the security situation scared off German and most other
potential investors.

A common thread in the report is that the German
government did not take advantage of its own political leverage to approach
Afghanistan’s reconstruction in ways that deviated from Washington’s
increasingly military priorities. Before the backdrop of the increasing
militarisation of the conflict as a result of the Taleban’s resurgence towards the
end of the 2000s, Germany failed to mobilise its European partners, or even to

11 Find a detailed discussion of this problem in AAN’s 2013 report ‘Beating a Retreat: Prospects for the
Transition Process in Afghanistan’. While ISAF - and the (at least formally) separate US-led Operation
Enduring Freedom - included mandates for combat and counterterrorism alongside the Afghan forces,
the following Resolute Support mission (2014-21) focused on “training, advising and assisting” them,
including providing equipment.



https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/special-report-strategic-review-united-nations-assistance-mission-afghanistan
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/09/Beating_a_Retreat_full.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/09/Beating_a_Retreat_full.pdf
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take a lead among them, to push stronger for a political solution and for building
democratic institutions. With a view to keeping bilateral relations with Washington
tension-free, Berlin preferred to assent to the US’s course, which ultimately ended
in the Taleban re-taking power.

The report states that Germany also fell short of the “expectations of the Afghan
partners,” especially the population. It quotes Afghan government sources as
complaining “that Germany remained too passive and subordinated its diplomacy
too much to the strategic priorities of the USA.”

Minister of Defence Muhammad Qasim Fahim greets his German counterpart, the late Peter Struck,
in Kabul.
Photo: Jewel Samad/AFP, 26 July 2002

Legitimacy deficits The report maintains that the military part of Germany’s
Afghanistan mission was according to the German constitution, as it was covered
by a 1994 judgment of the Federal Constitutional Court on military missions ‘out-
of-area’ (that is, outside NATO members’ territory). However, it acknowledges that
there were deficits in whether the population viewed the mission as legitimate.
Starting in late 2009, “continued parliamentary majorities” in the Bundeswehr [for
the German military] deployment “only found approval among a minority of the
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population.” In particular, the number of ambushes by insurgents and Germany’s
“own casualties increased from 2008 onwards,” revealing that Germany’s
participation in ISAF had “clearly become a combat mission.” This was despite
Germany’s stated reluctance to carry out ‘kinetic’ operations as the US and some
other allies demanded. “The federal government, as well as the majority of MPs,
long denied the reality of war on the ground,” it said.

The report also observed gaps in the government’s knowledge
both about “the country [and in its] understanding [of] the conflict,” even though
such knowledge “certainly existed in the academic and non-academic research
landscape.” In other words, the pervasive reluctance to defer to academic
expertise, particularly if it contradicted or criticised current policies, contributed
to the German mission’s failure. As the report puts it: “Knowledge and detailed,
unvarnished situation reports were provided by various sources of information,
but not systematically brought together to create a realistic overall picture.”
Elsewhere, the report states that “critical and warning feedback from within the
country [ie government institutions] was not sufficiently taken into account by
the government.... Advice from academia was not sufficiently consulted.” The
hearings for the report made clear that at times ‘unwelcome’ information from the
government’s own reporting chain was filtered out or discounted as it made its
way up to top political decision-makers. This was a case not only of bad or lacking
information, or of bad management and coordination, but also of conscious
suppression of information.

Aregular or institutionalised exchange of expertise on
Afghanistan did not materialise. While those in parliament who specialised in
Afghanistan maintained contact with select think tanks and political foundations
(which, in Germany, are close to the political parties), a 2008 proposal for a broader
“Scientific Working Group on Afghanistan ... was not taken up by the ministries
and the parliamentary groups.”

Crucially, the report paints a grim picture of
government reporting to the Bundestag, saying that over the “first decade of
operations,” information that reached parliament on the security situation in
Afghanistan was “predominantly event-related, focused on the German area
of responsibility and not sufficient for an honest and serious picture of the
situation.... Countrywide priorities and trends were not identified.” This, it said,
was “far from sufficient for [effective] parliamentary control.”
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The report recalls how, during their 2006 visits to Afghanistan, the heads of

the Bundestag parties on the defence committee “learned about the worrying
deterioration of the security situation across the country and also in the northern
region” where most of the German troops were deployed (others were stationed

in Kabul). When the MPs returned to Berlin, the government “dismissed” those
reports and attempted to “present developments in the operational area as being
better than they actually were.” Thomas de Maiziere, the former head of the Federal
Chancellor’s Office, later Minister of the Interior and for Defence, told the Study
Commission with disarming honesty:

Certain worrying developments could not be made the subject of public
reporting. If you promote the continuation of the mission, then you will, of course,
describe it in such a way that the continuation of the mission makes sense.

The German government’s information policy remained unchanged after 2014, when
the ISAF mission ended. The report states:

UNAMA, the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, the [US]
Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), reports by

the [US-based] Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and others
[laid out] the significant deterioration of the security situation since 2014/15, the
shock of the [Taleban] takeover of Kunduz in autumn 2015, the emergence of the
Afghan IS [Islamic State] branch called ‘Khorasan Province, the campaigns of
terror going out of hand, the extreme numbers of civilian casualties and fallen
Afghan police officers and soldiers, the strategic technical inferiority of the
Afghan security forces.

It concludes, however, that those reports were sidelined not only in the government’s
reporting to the Bundestag but also in parliamentary debates. The government’s
public information strategy “lacked strategic orientation, honesty, realism and
credibility” and led to a “loss of public acceptance” and “support for the mission with
the majority of the population.”

The MPs who served on the Study Commission were also self-critical. They admitted
that Bundestag debates about Afghanistan were “often dominated by a discourse
justifying the military mission, at the cost of a discourse focused on impact.”


https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/989528/c88e95ae0af1f488f04fb77911f1c418/Protokoll_24-Sitzung_03-07-2023_oeffentlich.pdf
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/989528/c88e95ae0af1f488f04fb77911f1c418/Protokoll_24-Sitzung_03-07-2023_oeffentlich.pdf
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This section delves into the institutional framework for the German parliament’s
assessments of the country’s engagement in Afghanistan. It examines the two
bodies tasked by the Bundestag to carry out these inquiries, including their
respective mandates and makeup and explains why Germany took so long to take
stock of its mission.

Germany started a comprehensive official and public review of its engagement

in Afghanistan relatively late, after all participants in the post-2001 US-led
international intervention had withdrawn and after the August 2021 collapse of the
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, which they had supported and funded. Only a few
countries had conducted a review earlier.

The first was Norway, which took the initiative and appointed a commission
consisting mainly of independent researchers in 2014, after the ISAF mission had
ended. The so-called ‘Godal Commission’ - named after its chair, a former foreign
and defence minister — published its report in 2016. It found that only Norway’s
domestic policy goal of participating in the mission to prove itself a trustworthy
ally to the US and NATO had been fully achieved. It also stated that, at that point,
its mission was far less successful in its other goals: a) to prevent Afghanistan from
lapsing back into being a haven of international terrorism and b) to contribute to
state-building in Afghanistan (see Ann Wilkens’ analysis for AAN here).*?

12 Several other countries did evaluate their Afghanistan missions early on. Sweden’s international
development agency, SIDA, did so, for its part of the engagement in Afghanistan in 2015 (see the report
here). In 2017, the country’s government followed up with a comprehensive report of its Afghanistan
engagement between 2002 and 2014 (see here). As early as 2008, Canada convened an independent panel
to look at “Canada’s future role in Afghanistan” (see here); in 2022, a Special Committee on Afghanistan
published a report resembling the Bundestag’s Investigation Committee’s task, entitled ‘Honoring
Canada’s Legacy in Afghanistan: Responding to the Humanitarian Crisis and Helping People Reach
Safety’. Then there is the invaluable trove of reports by the US Special Inspector General for Afghanistan
Reconstruction, starting from October 2008 (find SIGAR reports here). A review of most Afghanistan-
related reviews so far was compiled jointly by the German Friedrich Ebert Foundation, the Berlin-based
Global Public Policy Institute (GPPi) institute and the Centre on Armed Groups, a network of researchers
(see here).



https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/international-engagement/to-say-it-like-it-is-norways-evaluation-of-its-part-in-the-international-intervention/
https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2015/05/06131243/Review-of-sidas-support-to-afghanistan-lessons-and-conclusions-from-7-evaluations-final-report.pdf
https://www.regeringen.se/contentassets/257a87e121a14684b4fb7e4488131827/summary-of-sou-201716.pdf
https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2008/dfait-maeci/FR5-20-1-2008E.pdf
https://www.sigar.mil/allreports/
https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/international/21032-20240304.pdf
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At that time, nothing similar happened in Germany. Like most other countries
involved, it felt obliged to start such a review only after the 2021 collapse made it
impossible to hide the West’s failure in Afghanistan.

It took Germany almost a year to begin its review and it was parliament, rather than
the government, that took the initiative. This is rooted in the fact that the Bundestag
had formal oversight of the military part of the Afghanistan mission and had to
annually renew the mandate for sending German armed forces (the Bundeswehr) to
Afghanistan to participate in the ISAF and later Resolute Support missions.

The Bundestag established two separate bodies to scrutinise Germany’s entire
military and civilian engagement in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021, each with its
own mandate and authorities. Although there is some overlap, each is delving into
different periods.

The first body - which authored the report discussed in this analysis - is an Enquete-
Kommission (Study Commission). It was mandated by parliamentary vote on 5 July
2022, based on a joint motion by the three political parties that form the current
German government (the Social Democrats, the Greens and the Free Democrats)
and the main joint opposition faction of the Christian Democrats and its Bavarian
sister, the Social Christian Union (see the website of the German federal parliament,
Bundestag here). The Study Commission was established on 21 September 2022,
with Michael Miiller, former Berlin mayor and current MP for the Social Democratic
Party (the strongest faction in parliament), elected as its chairman.

The 24-member Study Commission was mandated to look at “the various phases of
the entire German civilian and military engagement in Afghanistan with a view on set
and achieved goals” between 2001 and 2021 and draw conclusions for future German
engagements abroad. It consists of twelve MPs from all the parties represented in the
Bundestag,® in line with the number of seats they hold. They are joined by twelve
experts. An attempt by the parties to jointly agree on the expert group failed, so

each party nominated their own, again according to their numbers in parliament.
The experts include two former generals, the head of the Bundeswehr Association (a

3 This has been reduced to eleven since late 2023, when one MP quit after he left the party that had
nominated him.


https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/025/2002570.pdf

16 Interim report of the German parliament on the Afghan mission

non-governmental interest group of those working in the German military), a former
Green MP and researchers from the fields of peace/conflict and Afghanistan studies.*

The Study Commission’s title, ‘Lehren aus Afghanistan fiir das klinftige vernetzte
Engagement Deutschlands’ - ‘Lessons from Afghanistan for Germany’s future
comprehensive [or networked] engagement’ - reflects another part of its mandate.
As well as looking back, the study commission hopes to provide conclusions to
improve future out-of-area engagements by Germany (see the Bundestag website).

German soldiers from ISAF form a guard of honour for four of their comrades killed in a suicide attack in
Kabul that also wounded 31 other German troops.
Photo: Shah Marai/AFP, 10 June 2003

The Investigation Committee

Additionally, the Bundestag formed a special Untersuchungsausschuss (Investigation
Committee) on 8 July 2022. This twelve-member parliamentarian-only body is
mandated to “establish a full picture of the insights, decision-making and actions
taken” by the German government and other authorities “between the conclusion
of the US-Taleban Doha agreement on 29 February 2020 [which constituted the de

*The researchers include the former director of the Berghof Foundation that gave technical assistance to the
German foreign office during the intra-Afghan talks that commenced in Doha in 2019, initiated in German-
Qatari cooperation, even though his foundation’s work is subject to the Study Commission’s inquiries.


https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/weitere_gremien/enquete_afghanistan
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/023/2002352.pdf
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facto decision on troop withdrawal] and the end of the mandate for the evacuation
of German troops on 30 September 2021.” The body is also tasked with finding out
“to what extent the [German] federal government influenced the implementation of
the Doha Agreement and the US troop withdrawal.” Although not directly expressed
by the Bundestag, the background for this part of the mandate is the valid question
of whether Germany - possibly together with other European or like-minded
countries - as one of the biggest donors and contributors of troops, could have
avoided the mission’s final failure by playing its hand better.

The Investigation Committee has more power than the Study Commission,
including the right to see all government documents and internal communications
related to its investigation.’ It can summon former and current officials - mainly
German but also Afghans and some from the US - to testify under oath in hearings
that are officially called “witness questionings.”*® These hearings are ongoing, with
the most recent held on 21 March 2024 (see the agenda).

The Bundestag administration publishes short summaries of the Investigation
Committee’s hearings (see reporting from the Investigations Committee and
related plenary sessions (Berichterstattung aus Ausschuss und Plenum) here). The
summaries are scrutinised by German government officials before being published,
and the few witness statements are publicly available in full (here). The witnesses
are anonymous, and their identities are not revealed either in the official public
record or the media which has access to the public plenary sessions. It is expected
that later in 2024, the Committee will hear former chancellor Angela Merkel and
former ministers. There is no interim or other report from this body yet.

By contrast, the Study Commission has been ascribed a more ‘scientific’ working
method. It can invite additional experts for hearings, which are mostly public.

!5 In practice, however, the Investigation Committee has faced hurdles in locating and collecting
communication devices, as reported by the German media. The mobile phones used by then chancellor
Angela Merkel and several key ministers have possibly disappeared or data been deleted. Die Zeit,

one of Germany’s leading weeklies, wrote in its online version on 14 March 2024: “Not a single work-
related mobile phone belonging to an ex-cabinet member has been physically handed over to the Study
Commission.” Merkel, in particular, is known to regularly communicate by SMS. No ministry contacted by
Die Zeit wanted to confirm the whereabouts of their minister’s cell phone and “refused to provide further
details, allegedly for security reasons.”

16 So far, they have included former minister Hanif Atmar, former leading member of the Islamic Republic’s
negotiating team in Doha Nader Nadery and former deputy refugees minister Dr Alema as well as John
Sopko, the US Congress-appointed Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction.


https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/untersuchungsausschuesse/ua01/sitzungen/993948-993948
https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/untersuchungsausschuesse/ua01
https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/untersuchungsausschuesse/ua01/oeffentliche_anhoerungen
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2024-03/afghanistan-abzug-diensthandy-geloescht-untersuchungsausschuss
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It publishes their statements in full and issues verbatim transcripts of their Q&A
sessions. There is also a video archive of the sessions. The experts’ statements have
been condensed into one of the five content-related chapters of the Commission’s
interim report.

The Investigation Committee’s mandate, importantly, excludes the crucial time
immediately after Germany withdrew its troops in June 2021 when - like other
countries - it started evacuating Afghans who had worked at its mission and for
German-funded NGOs, as well as Afghan activists who had come under Taleban threat.

The post-withdrawal evacuation programmes were slow to get off the ground as
they were delayed by the German general election in September 2021. They are,
however, still running but also the subject of an ongoing heated public debate over
long delays, slow implementation, and selection criteria that seem to be designed to
exclude potential evacuees and - as some critics believe - intentional mishandling
(see two recent detailed reports in the German media here and here).

The start of those programmes was further impeded by the campaign for the
German general election in September 2021. At that time, the right-wing Alternative
fiir Deutschland (AfD) party was expected to and later made a strong showing among
voters. Other parties were reluctant to airlift large numbers of Afghans to Germany
and thereby provide ammunition for the AfD’s xenophobic campaign. Furthermore,
the handover in some ministries from one party to another after the election and
partial change of government seems to have caused further delays to the evacuation
process by interrupting staffing and administrative processes.

The German government’s approach is strikingly different from that of trailblazer
Norway. Unlike its Norwegian counterpart, the Enquete Commission is not
independent but is dominated by the Bundestag’s political parties. The seven
parties in the German parliament selected half of the commission members from
the ranks of their own MPs!” and also nominated the experts, some of whom

" The Social Democratic Party and the joint Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union sent
three MPs each, the Greens and the Free Democratic Party two each and Die Linke and AfD one each.
The Study Commission’s mandate stipulates, “The experts are appointed by agreement of the political
groups. If an agreement cannot be reached, each party’s parliamentary group will nominate them
according to the aforementioned formula.” Since the parties could not come to an agreement on the
experts, the latter happened.


https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/weitere_gremien/enquete_afghanistan/protokolle
https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/weitere_gremien/enquete_afghanistan/anhoerungen
https://taz.de/Au%20%20ahme-von-Afghaninnen/!5992364/
https://www.rnd.de/politik/versprochen-und-vergessen-wie-deutschland-afghanischen-ortskraeften-den-ruecken-kehrt-maiwand-LRQNCR64NNC47GNO65A4B56XMY.html
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are members of one party or another. (No doubt, their breadth of knowledge
contributes some impartial input.) Five of these parties were in varying coalition
governments, responsible for Germany’s Afghanistan policies over the country’s
two-decade-long intervention. These five parties also set the Study Commission’s
mandate. The leftist Die Linke and the AfD were the only parties in the Bundestag
that were never part of a government during the Afghanistan mission. In other
words, most of the MPs on the Study Commission are from parties making up the
current as well as former governments; they are, in essence, assessing their own
policies. That the report has been so painfully critical reflects both the integrity of
its members and the impossibility of hiding the truth of the failure any longer.

Compound
Entrance

mmmmm

uilding

General David Petraeus, commander of ISAF and US forces in Afghanistan, greets the president of
Germany'’s lower house of parliament, Norbert Lammert.
Photo: Fabrizio Bensch/Pool/AFP, 29 August 2010

The Commission’s chairman, Michael Miiller, argued in an interview with Berlin-
based daily Tageszeitung (taz) that parliament mandated the military part of the
mission (which is often the focus of the German debate, neglecting its civilian
components) and was, therefore, the right place for the review. However, this is
still problematic because the majority position of the five parties in the Study


https://thruttig.wordpress.com/2023/08/19/afghanistan-aufarbeitung-bundeswehr-soll-fur-sicherheit-sorgen-nicht-fur-staatsaufbau/
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Commission affords them, at least theoretically, the opportunity to jointly influence
the tone of the final report and avoid unwelcome political blowback from a scathing
final verdict. One practical example came when, on 19 March 2024, some parties
used their influence to block a representative of the Afghans who had previously
worked for the German mission in their country from joining a public panel in the
Bundestag which was discussing the Commission’s proceedings following the
publication of the interim report. The former employee would surely have criticised
the two last German governments for their slow response in evacuating Afghans at
risk, with many who worked for Germany or German-funded NGOs still waiting for
their cases to be processed either in a third country or in Afghanistan.

Before the Study Commission was established, MPs signalled their intention to

try to temper its verdict. Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock of the Greens and
other politicians pre-emptively stated that this investigation “could reinforce the
common credo” that “this mission was not [entirely] in vain” (see Baerbock quoted
here), ie it had reaped some successes. Chairman Miiller later took the same view
in the interview quoted above before the interim report was released, saying, “The
[German] effort was not in vain.”*®

Before the formation of the Study Commission and the Investigation Committee,
and particularly while the mission was still ongoing, the four ministries that were
mainly involved in Germany’s intervention in Afghanistan (the foreign office was in
the overall lead, as well as the ministries of defence, interior and development) had
shown little inclination for a comprehensive public review. Internal reporting and
‘lessons learned exercises’ - before and after August 2021 - were rarely made public.

There had been repeated demands for a full-scale public evaluation of the
Afghanistan mission from academia, some parliamentarians from the governing
parties and particularly the leftist opposition in parliament since the early years

of the mission. These were always rejected. Leftists in parliament had consistently
rejected the involvement of Germany’s military in Afghanistan. The most vocal and

8 This author had been a candidate for one of the Study Commission’s expert member seats (without being
explicitly told so) and was interviewed by one of the parties involved. During this interview, he was explicitly
asked whether he consented to the view that the German effort had ‘not been in vain’, ie that there had
been some benefits. He rejected the statement and assumed this could have been a reason why he was

not chosen.


https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/annalena-baerbock-ebnet-ausreise-aus-afghanistan-fuer-ortskraefte-18123707.html
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consistent voice among parliamentarians was Winfried Nachtwei, a Green Party MP
until 2009 (see his website here) who had originally supported the mission and has
a good standing beyond his own party, including in the German military. In 2022,
he was made a member of the Study Commission.

One climax of the public debate over the mission came in 2009 after the then head
of Germany’s influential Council of Protestant Churches, Bishop Margot Kalmann
(Kaessmann), stated in her annual Christmas sermon that “nothing is good in
Afghanistan.” She demanded a critical self-appraisal of the German mission before
the upcoming international conference on Afghanistan in London. KaRmann also
said: “Obviously, weapons do not create peace in Afghanistan” and cause civilian
casualties. Her statement drew strong responses from official sources in various
countries. The German government had even declined to admit that the country
was involved in a “war” in Afghanistan for many years, talking instead of a “war-like
situation.” (This euphemism was later dropped.)

Her 2009 sermon was not KaRmann’s first critical remark on Germany’s role in
Afghanistan. As early as November 2001, she had expressed doubts about the
German military’s involvement in the civilian reconstruction of Afghanistan.

In 2009, she came under heavy and sometimes hysterical flak from almost the
entire political spectrum. She was criticised as “naive,” “populist,” as having
adopted the leftists’ position and even of “denying that German soldiers were
Christians.” When two months after her sermon, she was caught drink-driving
and resigned, the incident was instrumentalised to devalue her criticism, and this
particular debate soon subsided.

What reports were or might have been available at the time of the mission were
either discontinued or not published or looked like efforts to forestall a deeper
analysis into Germany’s activities in Afghanistan.

Successive German governments showed little appetite for full transparency,

likely because of the increasing gap between the government’s over-optimistic
reporting on Afghanistan and the more realistic picture offered by some media and
researchers, which included shortcomings and sometimes hair-raising glitches

in the German and international missions. Official reporting to the public was
dismal. As early as 2014, the Foreign Office, for example, discontinued its annual


http://nachtwei.de/index.php?module=articles&func=display&catid=83&aid=1019
https://www.ekd.de/091224_kaessmann_heiligabend.htm
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“progress reports” on Afghanistan - which had been published since only 2010 but
were, nevertheless, the most comprehensive and regular government reports made
available to the public (see the last one here). In a postscript to the last progress
report, Germany’s then Special Envoy for Afghanistan and Pakistan, Michael Koch,
wrote: “[A]t this point in time, nothing definitive can be said about the sustainability
of the extensive progress that has already occurred” in Afghanistan (emphasis by

the author). This was the furthest German officials would go in admitting that much
was not going well in Afghanistan.

Since 2014, the ministry’s website has only featured two major Afghanistan reports
(see here).

The Ministry of Defence did prepare Briefings for the Bundestag (Unterrichtungen
des Bundestags) on Afghanistan, but they were intended to be confidential.
However, the Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung newspaper published some 5,000
pages relating to the period from 2005 to 2012. The Ministry of Defence went to
courtin 2013 to force the paper to take the briefings offline and, after a two-year
trial, won its lawsuit.

These briefings for parliament covered the situation in Afghanistan and the
activities of and threats to the German military deployed there. The early ones
consisted of little more than short incident reports - often, more detail was
available in the media. Later, they became a little more detailed. The real crux of
the matter for the government was perhaps that they often contained one-sentence
assessments that deviated from the official rosy picture, such as: The situation
[overall in Afghanistan] is not calm and not stable. The federal government would
not have said that publicly. Strangely, the case made by the ministry rested not on
publishing classified documents but on copyright infringement.

Although the newspaper was initially forced to take the collection of briefings
offline, some years later, in 2019, the Federal Court of Justice overturned that ruling
after a lawsuit filed by the pro-transparency NGO Frag den Staat (Ask the State),
with the Advocate General of the European Court of Justice criticising the original
verdict on the grounds that copyright law is not intended to hinder unwelcome
reporting. The documents are now available online on Frag den Staat’s website,
titled the (German) ‘Afghanistan Papers..


https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/250822/7e778863db3c698185562904e87daea5/141119-fortschrittsbericht-afg-2014-data.pdf
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/service/laender/afghanistan-node/-/296662
https://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf;jsessionid=FADCFD0831401310B86B15DD9B593628?text=&docid=216545&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=req&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=4740452
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Finally, in December 2023, the foreign office and the ministries of interior and
development published a “joint report on the strategic evaluation of the civilian
engagement of the Federal Government in Afghanistan” written by “independent
reviewers (see here). This looked like an attempt to pre-empt the findings of the
Bundestag’s two investigative bodies and to foil their expected criticism over the
lack of a government review.

»

The joint report echoed the view expressed by foreign minister Baerbock in her
statement, already quoted, that strove to assert that the mission should not be
written off as a complete failure:

[T]he political goals agreed upon jointly with the international community

- in particular, the establishment of a democratic constitutional state in
Afghanistan - were not achieved.... But even if the overarching objective was
missed, the ministries made important contributions to strengthening social
participation and improving the living conditions of the Afghan population,
especially in the north of the country. German civilian actors have positively
impacted the lives of many Afghans for over 20 years.

The interior and development ministries, however, could not come together

to produce a whole-of-government report. The Ministry of Defence, which also
funded German and other NGOs in Afghanistan, was missing altogether in this
review.'® Other ministries published their own reports. Two of three reports were
written by semi-independent bodies - the German Police College for the Ministry
of Interior (see here) and the government-owned Deutsches Evaluierungsinstitut
der Entwicklungszusammenarbeit (DEval) (German Institute for Development
Evaluation) for the Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development (see here).
A private-sector consulting firm evaluated the Auswdrtiges Amt (Federal Foreign
Office) (see here).

¥ It is known that there were a number of internal evaluations in this ministry after August 2021, but its
website still prominently features a page titled ‘Start of the Afghanistan debate’ with little content in it.


https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/service/laender/afghanistan-node/evaluierung-afghanistan/2635646)
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/veroeffentlichungen/themen/migration/RGE-AFG-BMI.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=8)%20by%20the%20Deutsche%20Hochschule%20der%20Polizei
https://www.deval.org/de/publikationen/ressortgemeinsame-strategische-evaluierung-des-zivilen-engagements-der-bundesregierung-in-afghanistan
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/2635536/0620a09f0449fd743ef20a3184ccd6a5/231212-afg-ressortspezifisch-aa-data.pdf
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In this section, we look at Germany’s diplomatic and military interventions in
Afghanistan, how the country managed, or failed to, fulfil its lead-nation role in
reforming the Afghan police and how and where it spent its assistance during its
two-decades-long engagement.

Germany takes pride in the size of its contribution, both military and in terms
of humanitarian and development aid, to the Afghan mission between 2001
and 2021. It was also a key diplomatic actor, particularly in the early years and
sporadically later on.

West Germany’s engagement in
Afghanistan was based on close bilateral
ties with the country between World War
Il and the outbreak of the Afghanistan
wars in 1978/79. Until then, Germany

e +.... . had been one of the three largest donors
_ iweoiiossc to Afghanistan, together with the USSR
and the US. However, German-Afghan

relations go back over 100 years and
feature some problematic periods,
. ... including the first official contacts during
il TP 5 World War | when Berlin wanted to draw
oo sv— s Afghanistan to fight the UK, France and
wf et Russia on the side of the Mittelmdchte
“edeseri et camp as well as intensive attempts by Nazi
e Germany before and during World War i
to win Afghanistan over to the Axis and
spread ‘Aryan’ ideology in the country.?®

A facsimile of the German-Afghan Friendship

Treaty of 1926, the first such d to be signed
reaty’o » NETITSE SUCh accord tobe 1A Although Germany was one of the largest
between the two nations.

Source: Auswartiges Amt (the German Federal members of the US-led coalition, it lacked
Foreign Office) the will (or perhaps did not even see the

2 See the AAN report, ‘The Hunt for the Holy Wheat Grail: A not so ‘botanical’ expedition in 1935’, for an
example of one episode of political wooing.


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/context-culture/the-hunt-for-the-holy-wheat-grail-a-not-so-botanical-expedition-in-1935/
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need) to set some political accents of its own in cooperation and coordination with
constructive Afghan political actors, independent of the US’s increasingly military-
oriented approach. As Philipp Rotmann, an Associate Director at GPPi, wrote, the
“reality [that] critical mistakes ... were made by US decision-makers with little or
no consultation with partners ... must not be abused by German decision-makers
to paint the self-serving, fatalistic caricature of having had no meaningful choices
at all” to do things better.

In November 2001, Germany hosted and co-organised the UN-convened and
chaired international conference on Afghanistan at the Hotel Petersberg near
Bonn, where the Bonn agreement, a blueprint for re-establishing functioning
Afghan government institutions, was adopted. The term “Bonn process” was
coined for its implementation phase. In Bonn, Afghan factions, particularly

the leadership of the so-called Northern Alliance, consisting mainly of former
mujahedin parties who had become anti-Taleban allies of the West (the fighting in
Afghanistan was ongoing during the Bonn conference), had to be nudged by the
US and other international actors to agree to hand over power to the newly formed
Afghan Interim Authority. It was headed by Hamed Karzai, who later, in 2004,
became the first elected president of Afghanistan.

Before and up to 9/11, Germany - together with Italy - had funded UN-run
consultations with Afghan factions in Geneva with the aim of holding intra-Afghan
negotiations to end the war between the Northern Alliance and the Taleban. This
was part of the mandate of the United Nations Special Mission to Afghanistan
(UNSMA), the then UN Afghanistan mission.?! The Taleban were invited but
declined to participate. Those meetings laid the ground for the format of the 2001
Bonn conference and informed parts of the resulting agreement.

Immediately after Bonn, however, Germany seemed to lose interest in Afghanistan.
In late December 2001, the then Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer was quoted as
saying there was “no permanent German interest in Afghanistan.” Fischer had

2L A Northern Alliance-dominated government with some remaining territorial control, mainly in
Badakhshan and the Panjshir, and an office in Tajikistan, continued to be internationally recognised and
was allowed to keep Afghanistan’s seat at the UN as the Islamic State of Afghanistan. It was headed by
the late Professor Burhanuddin Rabbani. It had been the official government in Kabul as the capital was
fought over from 1992 until 1996 when forced out by the Taleban.


https://gppi.net/2021/09/30/germanys-afghan-defeat
https://peacemaker.un.org/afghanistan-bonnagreement2001
http://nachtwei.de/index.php?module=articles&func=display&aid=1074&theme=print
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apparently assumed the US-led military intervention after the 9/11 terrorist attacks
would soon be over. This position, however, soon became obsolete as the US-led
Afghanistan mission expanded and Germany went along with it.

More high-profile German diplomatic contributions were made later. In 2010,
Berlin diplomats and the Bundesnachrichtendienst (BND - the German Federal
Intelligence Service) contributed to opening the way for direct talks between

the US and the Taleban. The first meetings were hosted near Munich and led to
the Doha talks and the 2020 Doha agreement (see Der Spiegel here). Based on
these contacts, Berlin hoped to persuade the Taleban to send a delegation to the
international Afghanistan conference in December 2011, dubbed ‘Bonn 2’, but
failed to do so (see Reliefweb).

Starting in 2019, a joint German-Qatari initiative for intra-Afghan talks led to a
conference in Doha in which the Kabul government, civil society and Taleban
members participated in their private capacities. This was a parallel undertaking
to the US-Taleban Doha talks. It continued after the conclusion of those talks in
February 2020, with the ultimate aim of more inclusive official intra-Afghan peace
or power-sharing talks as had been envisaged in the Doha agreement. The German
Foreign Office funded the Berlin-based non-governmental Berghof Foundation to
give “technical support” to this “process,” as the foundation’s then senior advisor
on Afghanistan told the Bundestag’s Investigation Committee on 9 November
2023.%2 In the end, this strand of talks did not prove fruitful, mainly because the
Taleban blocked progress (see AAN reporting here).

The Bundestag had initially capped the German troop contribution at 1,200.
This was raised when ISAF expanded from Kabul into the provinces and most of
the Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), mainly staffed by the military, were
established. Germany reached its all-time maximum troop strength of 5,350 in
2010. After the end of ISAF in 2014, this number dropped to 850 but had to be
raised again to 1,300 between 2018 and 2021.

Altogether, 93,000 German soldiers served in Afghanistan during the ISAF and the
Resolute Support missions from early 2002 to summer 2021. Some served multiple

22 The author was present at this session, which was open to the public. The full protocol of this session is
not available. An official summary in German can be found here.


https://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/karzai-bittet-um-deutsche-hilfe-bei-gespraechen-mit-taliban-a-%20845800.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/bonn-ii-transition-transformation-afghanistan
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/aan-qa-what-came-out-of-the-doha-intra-afghan-conference/
https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2023/kw45-pa-1untersuchungsausschuss-54-sitzung-976544
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times, adding up to 160,000 individual deployments, according to official
German figures.

The first German troops, under the command of German Brigadier Carl-Hubertus
von Butler, reached Kabul in early January 2002 as part of a UK-led ISAF advance
party, which also included soldiers from Denmark, the Netherlands and Austria. On
14 January that year, German soldiers patrolled through the Afghan capital for the
first time, together with Afghan police. Starting in October 2003, German soldiers
and a smaller number of civilian personnel staffed two PRTs in Kunduz province,
which later branched out to Talogan, capital of Takhar province, and in Faizabad
in Badakhshan province. Faizabad and Talogan were handed over to the Afghan
National Army (ANA) in 2012 and Kunduz in 2013. In 2005, a Bundeswehr general
took over the command of one of NATO’s new regional commands, in Mazar-e
Sharif, which was responsible for the north and northeast of Afghanistan.

Figure 1: Regional Command North headquarters in Mazar-e Sharif,
Balkh province and the location of German PRTs
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Map by Roger Helms for AAN, 2024.

The first German casualties occurred in March and December 2002: two Germans,
along with three Danes, were killed while defusing ordnance from an earlier Afghan
war, while seven more Germans died when technical failure led to their helicopter
crashing at Kabul airport. The first German soldier was killed in combat in May
2003 when his vehicle hit a landmine in southern Kabul. On 7 June 2003, a suicide
car bomber killed four German soldiers and wounded 29 more, some of them very


https://www.bundeswehr.de/de/aktuelles/meldungen/afghanistan-160-000-oder-93-000-im-einsatz-5229438
https://www.bundeswehr.de/de/aktuelles/meldungen/afghanistan-160-000-oder-93-000-im-einsatz-5229438
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seriously; they were riding a bus to Kabul airport on their way back home at the

end of their mission. Following several suicide attacks against German soldiers in
Kunduz, the Bundeswehr started prioritising force protection while still claiming it
was also protecting reconstruction efforts, including by NGOs, despite many of them
not wanting to be drawn into the military’s orbit. They feared it would endanger
them and the security of their local partners.

On 29 June 2021, Germany’s last troops left Afghanistan against the backdrop of the
US withdrawal, which it had agreed with the Taleban in Doha on 29 February 2020.
From 16 to 27 August, some troops - mainly special forces - returned to evacuate
German citizens and Afghan employees who had worked for German government
institutions (see Bundeswehr here). However, Germany saw itself forced to end this
mission abruptly after the ISKP attack on Kabul airport on 26 August (see AP report).

As part of broader security sector reforms, Germany took over the role of ‘lead
nation’ in reforming the Afghan police immediately after the 2001 Bonn conference.
Its police mission, termed the German Police Project Office (GPPO) during this initial
phase, was, however, much smaller than its troop deployment. The Kabul-based
GPPO was supposed to coordinate international contributions to the Afghan police.

As the report found, Germany proved unable to mobilise sufficient resources for this
task. It was critical of those in charge of the project, saying that from 2003 onwards,
“rebuilding the Afghan police [beyond Kabul] was undertaken with [only] minimal
staffing.” By 2005, “as security incidents increased in parts of the country,” the report
adds, “the German police project with its top-down approach and its weak staffing
was overwhelmed.” Only by 2010, when Germany had been out of its lead role,

it notes, “eight years after the start of the Afghanistan mission,” was the German
police mission’s “staffing target of 200 German police officers ... was reached.”

Apart from understaffing, conceptual differences played a major role. While
Germany wanted to slowly and carefully build up a civilian, law-abiding police force
(or at least police leadership), the US, Afghan government and many Afghan police
commanders who originated from the militia forces of earlier phases of the war saw
the police as a major, counterinsurgency fighting force and wanted to get ‘boots on
the ground’ rapidly.


https://www.bundeswehr.de/de/aktuelles/schwerpunkte/abzug-afghanistan/bundeswehr-afghanistan-2011-2021
https://apnews.com/article/europe-france-evacuations-kabul-9e457201e5bbe75a4eb1901fedeee7a1
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When Germany tacitly dropped its lead-nation role, the US took over. Then MP
Nachtwei wrote in 2007: “The weakness of the German-coordinated police build-

up was the invitation to the US to get started with its own kind of police aid:

with a budget increasing from 200 million to 2 billion US dollars, with hundreds

of consultants and trainers, with the expensive and questionable use of private
security companies, with a militarised police concept” (see point 8 in this post on his
website). Later, the European Union Police Mission in Afghanistan, or EUPOL, was
tapped to broaden the original German lead into a European framework, to muster
more resources. But it still did not succeed in matching up to the US’ input because it
was beset by the same shortages in personnel, equipment and political will.

The GPPO was renamed the German Police Project Team (GPPT) and was
responsible for bilateral police cooperation. Germany continued police training and
mentoring in its geographical area of responsibility in northern and northeastern
Afghanistan. It reconstructed the Afghan National Police Academy, established two
police training centres in Kunduz and Faizabad (where the two German PRTs were
based) and advised and trained on border management. According to official figures
(see Bundestag report, p4), 53 German police officers on average were serving in
Afghanistan at any one time between the GPPT’s establishment and the end of its
mission in 2021. The GPPT provided training for some 80,000 Afghan police (see
Federal Ministry of the Interior and Community, or BMI, report). The annual costs for
the GPPT amounted to 61 million euros (USD 65 million) from 2013 to 2021 (around
12 million around 2006, according to Nachtwei). Over that period, the German
interior ministry paid 36 million euros (USD 38 million) for additional deployment-
related costs for the officers it dispatched (see this November 2023 Federal Foreign
Office report, p3).

The GPPT’s work was also bumpy, as the report points out:

Between 2009 and 2011, the German police in the north also took part in the
nationwide police operation with [the US-led command of ISAF troops in
Afghanistan, the Combined Security Transition Command - Afghanistan] CSTC-A
coordinated [Focused District Development Programme] FDDP.... In 2010,
Germany provided ten [Police Mentor Teams] PMTs each with four police officers
and military police as well as five soldiers as a protective component.

But then, the interior ministry in Berlin unilaterally cancelled Germany’s
participation “due to the deteriorating security situation.” The report dryly remarks:
“Interdepartmental coordination as well as coordination with ISAF did not take


http://nachtwei.de/index.php?module=articles&func=display&aid=1690&theme=print
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/19/204/1920496.pdf
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2021/04/polizeimission-afghanistan.html
http://nachtwei.de/index.php?module=articles&func=display&aid=1690
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/2635532/ecf197ab81a2fd2b6f080d3adbfae6db/231212-ressortgemeinsamer-bericht-afg-data.pdf
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place.” Also in the north, it says: “Germany had only taken on this coordinating
role for the provinces where German PRTs were deployed. Coordination with the
Norwegian, Swedish, Turkish and Hungarian PRTs [in neighbouring provinces] did
not happen.”

Graffiti on a wall in Kunduz depicting military vehicles.
Photo: Thomas Ruttig, 2005

This phase of more intensive German work with the Afghan police also did not
last long. With the closure of the PRTs in Faizabad in October 2012 and Kunduz in
October 2013, police training also stopped in those two places and the two Police
Training Centres were “handed over.”

When the security situation deteriorated further, fewer and fewer German police
volunteered for deployment to Afghanistan. In the later stages of the mission,
those who still went to Afghanistan were not even allowed to leave their camps
and join their Afghan trainees because of security concerns.
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After a massive lorry bomb attack near the German embassy in Kabul in September
2019, most GPPT staff were withdrawn and never returned (see Zeit online
reporting). When the German embassy closed in April 2021 after US President Joe
Biden decided to withdraw all US troops, only 20 German police were still based in
Afghanistan (see Winfried Nachtwei’s website).

The six successive German governments that conducted the country’s engagement
in Afghanistan consistently stressed that between 2001 and 2021, it was not only
the second-largest troop contributor but also the second-largest bilateral donor

of development and humanitarian aid. During those twenty years, Afghanistan

was also the largest single recipient country of German development aid (see
Wirtschaftswoche reporting).

While troop numbers are clear, the report shows that the Study Commission found
it difficult to establish exactly how much money Germany spent in Afghanistan,
particularly on the military side. It also found that contributions were weighted
disproportionately in favour of military spending compared to civilian aid.

Quoting government figures, the report says that 17.3 billion euros (USD 18.5
billion) were spent over the entire period, of which the defence ministry spent 12.3
billion (USD 13 billion). That would leave 5 billion for spending on the civilian side,
making the ratio of military to civilian spending somewhat higher than 2:1. The
report says that, up to 2014, the ratio between military and civilian spending was
2'2:1, and that only changed in favour of the civilian engagement “after the end of
ISAF” in 2014 when troop numbers, including those of Germany, dropped. Civilian
funding remained relatively stable over this period.

The Study Commission adds, however, that the figures the defence ministry
gave only covered “additional mission-related spending,” not the total costs of
personnel and equipment.

The Study Commission quotes a 2010 report by the Deutsches Institut fiir
Wirtschaftsforschung (the German Institute for Economic Research) - the last such
report — as saying that “the real costs of the Afghanistan mission” are much higher.
While the German government gave a sum of 4.1 billion euros (USD 4.3 billion) as
the total 2001-10 Afghanistan spending, the Institute estimated that it was actually
18 to 33 billion euros (USD 19 to 35 billion). It also said that while the government


https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2019-09/afghanistan-bundespolizei-rueckkehr-kabul-sicherheit
http://nachtwei.de/index.php?module=articles&func=display&aid=1690
https://www.wiwo.de/politik/deutschland/militaereinsatz-und-entwicklungshilfe-in-afghanistan-20-milliarden-euro-wofuer/27526504.html
https://www.diw.de/documents/publikationen/73/diw_01.c.356890.de/10-21-1.pdf
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had put its 2010 ‘war budget’ at 1.053 billion euros (USD 1.1 billion), the Institute’s
own calculations amounted to nearly 2 billion euros (USD 2.1 billion), and as much
as 2.5 to 3 billion (USD 2.6 to 3.2 billion) if interest charges were included.

German Defence Minister Thomas de Maiziere chats with General Zalmai Wesa during his visit to the Afghan
Army training camp in Mazar-e Sharif.
Photo: Maurizio Gambarini/Pool/AFP, 11 December 2013

Additionally, Germany spent 7.85 billion euros (USD 8.4 billion) of Official
Development Assistance (ODA), divided into development and civilian stabilisation
funding in the German budget. Between 2014 and 2021, this amounted to 250
million (USD 267 million) annually for the development and 180 million (USD 192
million) for civilian stabilisation. Before, the sums had been significantly lower and
had slowly increased from 80 million (USD 85 million) up to 125 million (USD 133
million) in 2006, with an additional 15 million in 2008 (see Bundestag report, pp3-4
and Statista’s figures for 2010-21 here).

Almost all development and humanitarian spending was handled by the
Foreign Office (Auswadrtiges Amt) and the Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development (BMZ) and was divided more or less equally between them. Most
of the Foreign Office spending (180 million euros or USD 192 million annually


https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/940874/506645a23946f9a89bdaef47acce1b6b/WD-2-029-08-pdf.pdf
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over the last years of the mission) flowed into what was called the Afghanistan
Stability Pact, mainly targeting Afghanistan’s education and health system.

The development ministry concentrated on the budget categories of crisis
management, reconstruction and infrastructure/structure-building transitional
aid, according to the Study Commission’s report. Also, Germany’s contribution
to reorganising the Afghan police was financed through the foreign ministry. The
interior ministry covered extra costs for its personnel sent to Afghanistan beyond
what they would have cost at home.

Official development assistance (ODA) criteria allow certain security sector reform-
related costs to be included, some of which could, in the Afghan context where
police have dual civilian/military duties, arguably be seen as military spending.
This seems to be reflected by the Study Commission’s statement that the civilian
engagement only represented “between 5 and 15 per cent” of Germany’s total
Afghanistan-related costs, and not the roughly one-third, as the 2:1 ratio would
suggest. (The military-to-civilian spending ratio would then be between 6.6:1 and
20:1.) It correctly concludes that there was a “large [financial] imbalance between
military and civilian engagement,” even when government figures are used.

The Study Commission’s report also points out problems with the effectiveness
of the spending. It quotes a 2014 DEval evaluation of German ODA spending

for Afghanistan that found that 40 per cent went into capacity building in the
governance sector, with a focus on the judiciary and administration, and that
spending for this particular sector was of “low sustainable effect.” One reason
given was that there was “little demand” for it “by the Afghan elites.” Apart

from not being very effective, this is also an example of how the Germans often
concentrated on areas they thought they were good in, but did not consider what
Afghanistan needed most, in the first place. In other words, this sounds like a
typical example of donor-driven, not needs-driven spending.

The Study Commission’s report also points to a largely underreported
phenomenon: there was insufficient money for civilian programmes in the earlier
years when security was still better and such spending, the report argues, could
possibly have had a significantly stabilising effect. In Germany’s case, ODA money
dropped in 2003 and 2004 and “significantly increased” only in 2007, and again in
2010 when Taleban activity increased.
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The following section examines significant gaps, problematic analyses and
deficient conclusions in this - still interim - report.

The report points out a lack of “consistency in action” in promoting democracy and
is very clear about “the inclusion of many so-called warlords in the reconstruction
of the new Afghan state without any elucidation or reconciliation process or a
process of transitional justice [as] one of the most far-reaching wrong decisions

of the international community.” A decision, which the report finds “contradicted
from the start [the goal of] establishing a democratic state based on the rule of
law.” It goes on to reflect on the international community’s “double standards”

and the Afghan government’s loss of credibility, “among portions of the Afghan
population,” because of the failure to promote human rights.

On the promotion of democracy, the report points out that this was initially seen
as a vehicle to showcase German, as well as other, interests. Foreign governments,
including Germany, often put a priority on reporting purported progress rather
than concentrating on substance. When the lack of progress became obvious, a
‘deprioritisation’ phase - a term not used in the report but often heard at the time
in Afghanistan - followed. It signalled that standards had been lowered, not only
on this particular issue.

The report describes the first phase of promoting democracy in Afghanistan: “The
focus of the early democratisation process was on holding elections, not least
because they were easier to communicate and present [as successes].” After the
London Conference in 2010, it says, “the international community and in particular
the [German] federal government ... increasingly focused on the training of Afghan
security forces [while] in the area of democracy promotion ... an increasingly
minimalist approach was chosen.” In this context, the report mentions the cynical
and self-revealing unofficial term of “good enough governance [standards]” that
was beginning to be applied to many programmes, allegedly meaning “good
enough for Afghans.”
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This change of approach is connected to an often-heard criticism of the Afghanistan
mission, also repeated elsewhere in the report, that the 2001 Bonn roadmap
represented “efforts to establish a Western-style democratic state in Afghanistan”
(italics by the author), while in fact it was inspired by earlier Afghan practice, mainly
based on the reinstated (but modified) 1964 Afghan constitution, as an interim
measure on the way to, as the Bonn agreement stipulated, “permanent institutions”
whose shape would be determined by democratically elected Afghans.?®

This deprioritisation of democratisation seeped into theory and programming:
“Particularly as a result of the experiences of the Afghanistan mission itself, the
discursive link between the promotion of democracy and foreign missions ... lost
weight.” The report insists, however, that “advocating for democracy, the rule of law,
human development and participation of all population groups as a prerequisite
for sustainable security continues” would continue “to be an explicit interest of the
Federal Republic of Germany.” This analysis is not convincing, given the statements
quoted before and especially as the report gives over almost an entire background
chapter to how policy ignored the ‘traditional’ character of Afghan society, code for
Afghanistan being implicitly unsuited to a democratic government (this was also the
author’s experience of speaking to German policymakers).**

Surprisingly, the report mentions the role of the German political foundations in the
context of democratisation programmes in just one sentence in the report, in a quote
from a person formerly in charge of one of them: “German civil society organisations
have been intensively involved in the efforts for democratisation in Afghanistan, as

2 This does not mean there was no Western - more precisely US - interference in creating a democratic
system resembling their own model. For example, the US ensured the former king excused himself from
standing as head of state in elections at the Emergency Loya Jirga of 2002 as it wanted Hamed Karzai in that
position and was anyway allergic to the recreation of a monarchy. The position of prime minister was also
dropped both from the interim measures based on the Bonn agreement and the new constitution during
the 2003-04 Constitutional Loya Jirga when an overcentralised presidential system was imposed. This led to
the later institutional paralysis between the Afghan executive and legislative, and between the ‘presidential
camp’ and the internal political opposition.

2|n a related chapter, the report reproduces some problematic ideas that permeated political opinion
about Afghanistan and not only in Germany - that societies that are strongly influenced by Islam are poorly
or not at all suitable for a democratic system. This consistently hampered efforts to foster democracy. The
Commission’s Chairman, Michael Miiller, expressed a typical position in the interview already quoted, saying
“[O]bviously you cannot impose a democracy or a state structure consisting of the legislature, executive and
judiciary of another culture from the outside.” This is ahistorical, as Afghanistan did have state structures
consisting of legislative, executive and judicial powers, plus a constitution with parliamentary elements,
before the last 40 years of war.
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have the political foundations close to the party.” This says little about the quality
of their work. Diplomats from other European countries, which had even less
money and often no similar institutions for such purposes, envied Germany its
foundations. In reality, however, these foundations were hopelessly underfunded
and understaffed, given the scope of this crucial issue.

The report’s authors explicitly criticise Germany for double standards “in their
area of responsibility in the PRTs in Kunduz and Faizabad.” However, it does not
mention the much more important German hub in Mazar-e Sharif. In this largest
city of northern Afghan, Germany’s military and diplomatic representatives
maintained a close and largely uncritical relationship with warlord-turned-
governor (2004-18) Atta Muhammad Nur as they oversaw ISAF’s Regional
Command North (2006-14) and subsequent Train Advice Assist Command North
(TAAC-N), which was part of the Resolute Support mission. Under German eyes,
Atta consolidated his tight grip on both the political and economic spheres,
according to various independent sources. Human Rights Watch reported this
was based on “a network of militias under his effective command that has been
implicated in serious human rights abuses.” In this way, according to the Carnegie
Endowment, “he derives significant informal power and coercive capacity,” which
he used, in turn, to build a business empire in the province that had a hand in
almost every important business deal, the New York Times and Christian Science
Monitor reported (see also an early AAN report quoting local Afghan sources here).
The German PRTSs, as well as those of other nations (with the exceptions such as
the earlier British PRT in Mazar-e Sharif and the Dutch PRT in Uruzgan), made
alliances with local commanders and warlords, prioritising the protection of their
own forces over the safety of local communities. Often, these local communities
had initially welcomed foreign forces because they thought they would put an end
to the oppression they suffered at the hands of local commanders who had often
seized power in 2001.

Such information was also reported in the German media and known to German
authorities. In 2010, investigative journalist Marc Thorner reported from Mazar that
Atta had “set up a network of strawmen and front companies and benefits directly
or indirectly from almost all construction contracts and development activities.

As a reliable partner of the West, he can now hold his hands even better over the


https://www.hrw.org/report/2015/03/03/today-we-shall-all-die/afghanistans-strongmen-and-legacy-impunity
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/warlords_as_bureaucrats.pdf
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transit trade with drugs” through his province. He quoted German Federal Police
officers helping to train the local Afghan police that Atta had “infiltrated entire
networks of his former militias into the newly formed security forces. ‘The police
chief who is on duty at Mazar-e Sharif airport is only there because he is getting
Atta’s drug money out of the country, says a [German] officer who wishes to
remain anonymous” (see fluter Nr 37 - Thema Drogen).

The same journalist quotes Thomas Kossendey, then Parliamentary State
Secretary (deputy minister) in the German Ministry of Defence, as admitting that
“Governor Atta in particular is also a colourful figure, to put it politely,” but “In

the north, the comparably calm situation would not be possible if we could not
work well with the governor and the administrative leaders” (see Deutschlandfunk
Kultur). In other words, Germany chose to neglect such reports and maintained

its good relations with Atta nevertheless (as illustrated by the following photo) to
ensure the safety of their own troops and other personnel.

German Minister of the Interior, Thomas Maiziere, meets the governor of Balkh province, Atta Muhammad
Nur, in the governor’s compound in Mazar-e Sharif.

Photo: Mass Communication Specialist Second Class Daniel Stevenson/Resolute Support via Flickr,

30 March 2010
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The report also failed to address Germany’s - although comparatively small -
role in re-establishing predatory local militias and auxiliary armed forces under
various titles, which included the use of ‘reintegrated’ former insurgents, both
of the Taleban and Hezb-e Islami, as reported by AAN from Kunduz and Baghlan
provinces (see also Frankfurter Allgemeine reporting on Kunduz and the Der
Spiegel report on Baghlan).

In Badakhshan, Germany hired an (officially pro-government) local militia to
protect its camp, commanded by Nazir (sometimes called Nazri) Muhammad Niazi
(see ToloNews), who later rose to become mayor of the provincial capital and then
its police chief. According to Die Zeit weekly, he was already known as “the largest
drug dealer in the region” when the Bundeswehr set up this camp in 2004. It took
the Bundeswehr years to admit its mistake and drop him from its payroll.

“At its core, Germany was torn about whether or not it bought into the US strategy
[in Afghanistan] ... in fact, there are numerous indications that Germany played the
same game but at its own, smaller, scale,” Philipp Rotmann, an Associate Director
at GPPi, commented in 2021.

While the report is very critical of Germany’s role in the field of police reform, it
stops short of drawing the logical conclusion that, overall, this engagement failed
to make much impact on the structure and mandate of the Afghan police forces.
The Afghan police remained largely unreformed and one of the country’s most
corrupt institutions. Later, commission member and former MP Nachtwei even
spoke of the German government having “gigantically underestimated the task
when it took over responsibility” following the 2001 Bonn conference (see Der
Spiegel here).

The report also fails to spell out why Germany faced a staffing problem. It states
that the Federal Police, the Federal Criminal Police Office and almost all federated
states (Ldnder) police forces contributed throughout the entire mission, but does
not mention that a number of Lander failed to provide the volunteers needed as
instructors at all, or sent only low numbers over most of the period. (In Germany,
the police are under the authority of the federated states.) Nachtwei wrote in 2003
that some Ldnder “completely refuse to release civil servants for [Afghanistan].
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Others do not allow [contract] extension beyond one year because they would then
have to pay the salaries.”

The report also fails to say that this was for security reasons - at a time when
the government still denied that there was even a war in Afghanistan. The
comparatively small federal police institutions were unable to fill the gaps.

As mentioned briefly above, this failure was not Germany’s alone. It was based

on differences in conception between Germany on one side and the US and the
Karzai government on the other. Both of those players also blocked attempts to
replace police commanders known for war crimes and/or human rights violations.
In its report, the Study Commission puts that more diplomatically. It says, “[t]he
support for [police] construction took place in a field of tension between Western
ideas and the operational reality of the Afghan forces.” In addition, EUPOL’s goal
of broadening the original German lead into a European context failed to match
US undertakings because it was plagued with the same shortages in personnel,
equipment and political will.

There is also a contradiction in the report between making the case that Germany

had particularly failed on police reform during the earlier phase of the Afghanistan
engagement and its general statement that the country had successfully presented
itself as a valuable partner of the US in NATO “in its area of responsibility.”

Germany’s role in police reform also included one of the most embarrassing
glitches. In 2009, German media found out that “hundreds” of pistols from a
10,000-piece shipment handed over to the Afghan police via CSTC-A (the US/NATO
military command in Afghanistan) four years earlier, in 2005, had turned up on the
black market in Kabul, northern Afghanistan and Pakistan (see Northern German
Broadcasting Norddeutscher Rundfunk or NDR report). The German defence
ministry and CSTC-A could only account for less than half of the shipment.

For the shipment, the government had made an exception from the German rule
not to deliver arms outside of NATO and into conflict areas. Parliament had not
been informed of this decision in advance.

While German reluctance to carry out ‘kinetic’ operations, meaning active warfare
with the potential to use lethal force, was not necessarily a bad thing - as at least


https://www.ndr.de/der_ndr/presse/mitteilungen/pressemeldungndr4722.html
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Germany largely avoided causing large numbers of civilian casualties - there were
a few serious exceptions on which the report fell short by barely mentioning them.

The only known and much-reported incident of mass civilian casualties came
when a German officer ordered a catastrophic bombing operation in Kunduz on

4 September 2009, resulting in the deaths of scores of Afghans during a nightin
Ramadan. Many more were injured, among them a number of children. Initially,
the German government took the official position that all those killed in the
airstrike had been “terrorist Taleban” and that “according to our knowledge at
present, no civilian was injured.” AAN had quickly established, through staff at
Kunduz Hospital, that this was not true (see AAN report). The Bundestag formed an
enquiry committee which published a reportin late 2011. This report, however, did
not give exact casualty numbers, including those of civilians.

Meanwhile, as the Study Commission’s report states in a footnote, two German
journalists — one of them occasional AAN author Christoph Reuter - had already
established the likely number of victims through intensive on-the-ground research
in April 2010. They reported that 91 people were killed and that, although it was
difficult to establish who was a civilian and who was possibly a fighter, they ranged
“from children to old men.” The UNAMA’s 2009 Annual Report on Protection Of
Civilians In Armed Conflict, published in early 2010, stated: “It is not disputed that
some Taliban were at the site, but it should have been apparent that many civilians
were also in the vicinity of the trucks.”

The Study Commission’s report states that “military violence and civilian
casualties (“collateral damage”) caused by international (NATO) forces during

the war decisively contributed to the hardening the conflict and strengthening

the insurgency movement” and mentions the German-ordered Kunduz incident

as “the most serious air raid under Germany.” It also quotes the conclusion of an
earlier (2011) Bundestag investigation committee that was adopted by a majority
vote “that the Federal Government cannot be blamed,” even though the attack was
“militarily inappropriate.” It seems, however, to struggle to accept this conclusion.

The commanding officer was later acquitted of misconduct and promoted. The
Study Commission’s report does not mention a German court’s decision to reject
compensation claims by victim families.

The much lesser-known, but no less sobering, Operation Halmazag, a Bundeswehr
counterstrike after a Taleban attack in spring 2010, was investigated by journalist
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Marc Thorner (see his report published by the West German public broadcaster
Westdeutscher Rundfunk Koln or WDR here). His reporting, however, never got the
traction of the Kunduz incident. The story prompted a superficial investigation,
which ostensibly established that there were no civilian casualties (see the author’s
reporting here). The UNAMA report does not mention this episode. In 2023, the
defence ministry rejected a request by the NGO Frag den Staat to publish classified
information related to Operation Halmazag. It only handed over only one short
document (see here).
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President Hamid Karzai, US General David Petraeus and Minister of Energy Muhammad Ismail Khan (left)
meet German Chancellor Angela Merkel and German Defence Minister Karl Theodor zu Guttenberg (right)
during a visit to the German Army base in Mazar-e Sharif.

Photo: German Federal Government press office/Stefen Kugler via AFP, 18 December 2010

Critics, such as Germany-based Austro-Afghan journalist and author Emran Feroz,
point out that while the report honours German fatalities in Afghanistan, it does not
make note of the Afghan civilian lives lost during the two-decades-long intervention:

This becomes particularly clear again when it comes to concrete casualty figures.
The report only lists the number of Germans who were killed during the twenty-
year mission: 59 soldiers, 3 police officers and 4 civilian helpers, 66 in total.
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Afghan victims? There don’t seem to be any. Yet well over 176,000 Afghans
- including around 50,000 civilians - were killed in the Hindu Kush during the
“War on Terror.”

One reason for this is the fact that the victims of the US troops and their allies,
which Germany proudly counted itself among and which is why it invaded in
the first place, were recorded far less frequently. Many military operations
and drone attacks usually took place in remote regions that were difficult

for human rights observers and journalists to access (see German daily Die
Tageszeitung or taz here).

There is a short mention of “victims” among the “Afghan partners” in commission
chairman Michael Muller’s introduction to the report, a paragraph about Afghan
National Police casualties and a one-page reference to the “numerous civilian
casualties caused by international military strikes” or, in another paragraph,

“as a result of close air support and violence during house searches” by NATO
and Afghan forces as well as of Taleban and the Islamic State Khorasan Province
(ISKP) terrorism. This is not much in a 330-page report. This also reflects how far
this issue has been kept out of the German official and public discourse.

Katja Mielke, one of the Study Commission’s experts, told the Berlin-based left-
wing daily, nd (formally Neues Deutschland), “that it was difficult to talk about
Afghan victims in the Commission.”

The Study Commission’s report spells out that quantity is not quality. For
almost twenty years, Germany has talked up its contribution to Afghanistan,
presenting itself time and again as the second-largest bilateral donor. But these
contributions were neither important enough nor qualitatively sufficient to help
Afghanistan become a “largely self-reliant modern state.”

The surprising criticism in the report of the ‘market-oriented’ paradigm of Afghan
economic reconstruction is radical, but still only part of the truth. Sometimes,
non-market-oriented, self-protectionist decisions by Western powers stood in the
way of strengthening Afghanistan’s economy. One major example of an Afghan
product that could have been competitive in foreign markets is cotton, one of the
country’s main exports in the pre-war decades. During World War 11, both Allied
and Axis countries imported Afghan cotton for winter uniforms for their soldiers.


https://taz.de/Enquete-Kommission-zu-Afghanistan/!5990652/
https://www.nd-aktuell.de/artikel/1180146.afghanistan-desastroeses-zeugnis-fuer-afghanistan-einsatz.html?sstr=Afghanistan
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But, as Washington Post journalist Rajiv Chandrasekaran showed in his 2012 book
“Little America: The War Within the War for Afghanistan” (a short version of the
cotton story was published by the Globalist here), the US government - despite
some pilot projects - blocked the expansion of the Afghan cotton production based
on “a law that forbids the use of US funds to help foreign cotton producers” in
order to protect US cotton producers.”

It is striking that all available studies quoted in the report (and generally available)
on the effectiveness of aid flows and the quota of funds that remained in
Afghanistan are from before 2010. This is a sign that donors were less transparent
as the conflict intensified, and probably that aid effectiveness and what the World
Bank calls the ‘local’ or ‘domestic economic content’ (the part of aid remaining in
the recipient country) even decreased.

Germany indeed had a gap in its institutional knowledge of Afghanistan. One
example dates to 2003 when Germany took over responsibility for its first
Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT). It was the first country after the US to do

so, giving it choice of place. Ghazni was on the list and if it had been chosen, the
German PRT’s area of responsibility would have included the three-province region
referred to as Loya Paktia. In the 1960s and 70s, West Germany had implemented

a provincial development programme there, which was still remembered and

was very popular among the local population decades later when the Germans
returned to Afghanistan after 2001. However, the documents related to this
programme were nowhere to be found in the German development ministry, and it
had to turn to a private archive in Switzerland to locate copies of them.

This might be surprising, as West Germany had been a key partner of Afghanistan
up to the late 1970s and supported the mujahedin in their fight against the Soviet
occupation during the 1980s. (During that decade, East Germany also maintained
political, cultural and trade contacts with the Kabul government and provided
some development aid, termed ‘internationalist solidarity’?®) As with all other
leading Western countries, however, Afghanistan dropped from Germany’s foreign

% This protectionist law is known as the Bumpers Amendment.

% Read an article on the topic of ‘internationalist solidarity’ with the PDPA government by the author
in German.



https://www.theglobalist.com/aid-and-the-afghan-cotton-saga/
https://thruttig.wordpress.com/2016/10/22/deutsch-afghanische-und-ddr-afghanische-beziehungen/
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policy priority list during the mujahedin and first Taleban regime, from 1992 to
2001. From the “last hot conflict of the Cold War,” it went to a failed state with
stalled bilateral relations.

INTERNATIONAL RESTAURANT
AND

GUESTHOUSE

LAPIS LAZULI. P

A billboard at Kunduz airport advertising the German-operated Lapis Lazuli guesthouse and restaurant.
Photo: Thomas Ruttig, 2007

After 2001, the knowledge gap found in the Study Commission’s report closed
only partly. Old ‘Afghan hands’ were mobilised, and many Germans in the civilian,
diplomatic and military fields started gathering their own impressions about the
country as a result of their experience over multiple deployments.

What remained was not so much a knowledge gap as a gap between perceived and
real political limitations as well as contradictory assessments. There was expertise,
but politicians and the ministerial bureaucracy often did not look kindly at what
came from outside their ranks, particularly when it did not reflect their views and
assessments, or was critical. This, they often considered annoying. Politicians
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and parliamentarians did not want to publicly admit to what they knew was not
going well in Afghanistan, fearing it might hamper their chances for re-election
(although, in reality, Afghanistan was never a topic mobilising votes one way

or another, and with the relatively small Die Linke party having been the only
dissenting voice on German Afghan policy). Civil servants in the ministries who
drafted the policies apparently also did not want to admit when those policies did
not work, fearing they would be scapegoated by those politically responsible.

It all reflected an approach to reality that was first coined in 1909 by German poet
Christian Morgenstern and later popularised in the German vernacular: “Weil nicht
sein kann, was nicht sein darf” - Because what should not be, cannot be.

One strong limitation on reporting from Afghanistan was the German government’s
desire, and particularly the interior ministry, to project an impression of the
security situation that would still be conducive to deporting (the official term was
‘repatriating’) rejected Afghan asylum seekers. Their numbers had significantly
increased over several years, starting during the vast migration movements of
2014/15. Coincidentally, that was when most Western troops left at the end of the
ISAF mission, the Taleban escalated the war and fears of a collapse of the Afghan
government multiplied (see this AAN dossier on Afghan migration to Europe).

The migration issue visibly took precedence in German diplomatic dealings with
Afghanistan, as also became clear in a number of the Study Commission’s hearings.

In this period, and up to the very days before the final collapse of the Islamic
Republicin August 2021, the German government insisted - and reported in
classified but partially published situation reports - that there were still areas in
Afghanistan that were stable enough to send deportees to, where they would not
be harmed and would be able to ‘reintegrate’. The last such report issued before
the August 2021 collapse, was written in May and sent out in July 2021 (see the
report on the NGO Frag Den Staat’s website):

The security situation in Afghanistan shows strong regional differences.
Provinces and districts with active fighting are contrasted with others in which
the situation is comparatively stable despite isolated security incidents.

At that time, a quarter of Afghanistan’s districts had already fallen to the Taleban
and countrywide fighting had intensified; the number of civilians being killed
and injured had reached record highs, while there was deliberate destruction
and looting of civilian homes, schools and clinics in newly-captured territory (see


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/dossiers/thematic-dossier-xxii-afghan-migration-to-europe-and-beyond-2/
https://fragdenstaat.de/blog/2021/08/20/asyl-lagebericht-zu-afghanistan-abschiebungen-bis-zum-schluss/
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AAN here and here) In the first half of August 2021, even as district after district
was falling under Taleban control, the German embassy was tasked with putting
pressure on the Afghan government to allow another deportation flight. It had
initially been planned for 10 August, but the flight was brought forward to 3
August to allow for joint German-Austrian deportations. In the end, the flight was
cancelled and Germany tried to unilaterally reschedule it for 10 August. Earlier, on
8 July 2021, the Afghan government had announced a three-month moratorium on
all deportation flights from Europe. However, an official from the Afghan refugee
ministry in Kabul told Austro-Afghan journalist Emran Feroz that the German
ambassador had told the ministry that Afghanistan “must continue to accept
deportees. We have elections in the fall” (see Feroz’s post on X).

Simultaneously, on 5 August 2021, then German interior minister Horst Seehofer,
together with colleagues from Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Greece and the
Netherlands, wrote to the European Commission urging it to pressure (“to engage
in an intensified dialogue”) the Afghan government to lift the moratorium (see the
letter published on the NGO Frag Den Staat’s website).

The 10 August flight did not materialise. In the end, Germany cancelled it. Seehofer
gave as a justification that the “speedily changing” security situation in Kabul
could put the deportees and their accompanying personnel in danger (see the BMI
website). He added: “As soon as the situation allows, criminals and those deemed
a potential threat to German security [Gefdhrder] will again be deported back

to Afghanistan.”

The German Parliamentary Study Commission’s report is a far-reaching attempt

to overcome two decades of German government window-dressing which belied
the real situation in Afghanistan and which led to ultimate failure. While some of
its general conclusions are stark, they are hardly surprising. Much had long been
voiced by critics - and dismissed by the same political circles who, over almost two
decades, had successfully blocked a full, independent and public investigation into
Germany’s increasingly failing performance with regard to Afghanistan. After the


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/new-unama-civilian-casualties-report-the-human-cost-of-the-taleban-push-to-take-territory/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/new-unama-civilian-casualties-report-the-human-cost-of-the-taleban-push-to-take-territory/
https://twitter.com/Emran_Feroz/status/1421862417294823433
https://fragdenstaat.de/dokumente/118268-returns-to-afghanistan/
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2021/08/aussetzung-abschiebung.html
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catastrophic end of the mission, with the chaotic evacuation and the collapse of the
Islamic Republic, the failure could no longer be concealed.

At the same time, the report contains a number of inconsistencies and ‘voids’ where
sufficient information is simply lacking.

Hundreds of protestors demonstrate in Munich, Germany, against the deportation of Afghan asylum-seekers.
Photo: Alexander Pohl/NurPhoto via AFP, 6 June 2021

At least some commissioners seem to be aware of the systemic problems
underpinning the mission’s failure and ‘doublethink’ of continuing to talk about
progress even as matters on the ground worsened. A small aside by liberal

MP Christian Sauter during the 22 February 2024 Bundestag debate about the
Afghanistan report underscored this point (see here). He said that Germany’s
concept of a comprehensive mission “did not prove successful.”?” That is remarkable
insofar as taking a comprehensive approach has always been considered the core

2" The Study Commission defines the term ‘comprehensive mission’ as: “ the interlinking of military, police,
diplomatic, development policy and humanitarian instruments in operations as part of international
peace missions.”



https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2024/kw08-de-enquete-kommission-afghanistan-988600
https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/weitere_gremien/enquete_afghanistan

Interim report of the German parliament on the Afghan mission

of Germany’s official security policy, and indeed is now being “further developed”
into an ‘Integrated Security Policy for Germany’” Whatever the terms used, will the
Study Commission be ready to question this comprehensive approach, given its

central tenets have not worked out?

At the same time, the report’s authors do try to avoid a fully damning verdict, save
Germany’s face, at least partially, and keep options open for future missions abroad:

Even if, in retrospect, the operation in Afghanistan was not a success as a whole,
there were partial successes that contributed to an improvement in living
conditions until the Taleban came back to power in the summer of 2021 ...

German efforts to build the economy and development cooperation were
only partially able to create structures that sustainably improved the lives of
the population [for example] in the areas of basic services for the population
(access to water, basic education, health services), especially in the north [of
Afghanistan] and in Kabul.

This echoes what Germany’s former development minister, Heidemarie Wieczorek-
Zeul, told the Commission on 3 July 2023, when she said that, during the 20-year
international presence in the country, a generation of young Afghans were given life
opportunities and hope. “For 20 years, people had a different life.... Germany built
786 drinking water plants. Many of them are still working today,” she said, adding
that women were offered legal advice on topics such as domestic violence or forced
marriage and were given access to health centres.

Similarly, Jorg Faust, the Director of the German Institute for Development
Evaluation (DEval), which evaluated Germany’s development policy and the reality
in Afghanistan, said in an interview with German daily Die Tageszeitung or taz:

We have found that measures to immediately improve the living conditions
of the local population have had an impact in many cases. The German
government and the international donor community have not been able to
achieve long-term and structural goals - such as building a democratic state.

That Afghans had 20 years of better livelihoods, more freedoms and the hope that
Afghanistan might finally become peaceful and stable after four decades of war

is factually correct. The quotes above, however, also indicate that progress was
mainly short-term, while the effects of failure will persist long into the future.


https://www.bmvg.de/resource/blob/5636374/38287252c5442b786ac5d0036ebb237b/nationale-sicherheitsstrategie-data.pdf
https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2023/kw27-pa-enquete-regierung-955574
https://taz.de/Entwicklungsforscher-ueber-Wirksamkeit/!6015242/
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At least for this author, the emphasis on short-term successes sounds cynical given
the circumstances under which a large portion of the Afghan population is currently
forced to live following the Taleban’s return to power: their livelihoods collapsed
without even the theoretical chance to have a say in how their country is shaping
and they were left behind by the largest coalition - military or otherwise - since
World War 1.

_———
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German soldiers from ISAF patrolling a street in Kabul.
Photo: Shah Marai/AFP, 13 January 2004

Even calling those temporary improvements ‘sustainable’ goes too far. It is well
known that even under the previous government, projects were maintained
insufficiently, if at all, although part of this can possibly be attributed to the war.
There is no guarantee that the new regime will perform better in this field. So, water
pipes, roads or retaining walls might crumble over time as local communities cannot
muster sufficient resources when the central government fails to do so.

Thus, the Study Commission’s report tries to follow a path between being critical
of Germany and saving some German face. It indicates that Germany continues to
grapple with establishing a fully realistic picture of its Afghanistan ‘mission’ and that
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the German political class is not ready yet to fully admit to the total failure of its
engagement in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021. The Commission’s final report will
show whether there will be progress on this front. It will not help anyone, in or out
of government, if the desire to protect Germany’s image and the German political
class means misconceptions and mistakes continue to be covered up or minimised.

On 22 February 2024, after a 70-minute debate, the Bundestag endorsed the Study
Commission’s application to extend its work by a further six months. It has now
been tasked with “preferably” finishing its work by the end of the current year, then
compiling the final report and putting it to a vote in the Bundestag before the next
general elections are held, in late summer or autumn 2025. It is foreseen that the
final report will be much stronger on its conclusions for German policy.

The parallel parliamentary Investigation Committee will also publish its own report
by the end of this legislature in summer/autumn 2025.
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Cover photo: (Then) German Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen, now President of the European
Commission, speaks to the Commander of Afghanistan’s 209 Army Division, General Anullah Mobin at
Camp Marmal in Mazar-e Sharif.

Photo: Michael Kappeler/Pool/AFP, 25 March 2018
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