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Executive Summary 
 

As the war in Afghanistan enters another summer of increasing violence, the international 
community is focusing its attention on Kandahar province, the spiritual and political heartland of 
the Taliban insurgency. At the same time, there is growing pressure for a withdrawal among the 
public in the member countries of the NATO-ISAF coalition is growing. 
 
To assess the attitude of the Afghan people towards key issues, the International Council on 
Security and Development (ICOS) interviewed 552 Afghan men across Kandahar and Helmand 
provinces in June 2010.  
 

Security Outlook 
The clearest lesson of the 9/11 attacks was that global security cannot be disentangled from 
security in the worldôs ungoverned spaces, from Afghanistan to Somalia. The lack of 
international interest in Afghanistan after the Soviet withdrawal in 1989 allowed the Taliban to 
rise, and created the space for Al Qaeda bases in Afghanistan. International actors must take 
this lesson as its bottom line ï Al Qaeda and other international terrorist groups cannot be 
allowed a safe haven in Afghanistan, regardless of its political terrain.  
 
Similarly the Taliban and its affiliates must be prevented from fomenting chaos in other 
neighbouring states, particularly in Central Asia.1 If either of these scenarios comes to pass, the 
international community will have failed in Afghanistan ï an outcome which would raise serious 
questions about the very future of NATO and the international order. 
 
Concerns Regarding Future Fidelity of Afghan Government 
The international community needs to leave behind an Afghanistan which shares and is aligned 
with its security concerns. It is now well-established that building up the capacity of the Afghan 
state and security forces is the only realistic way to permit a NATO withdrawal, but a stable 
Kabul government and a well equipped Afghan army are not sufficient.  
 
The international community needs a guarantee of fidelity from both the Afghan government, 

and the Afghan people, that they will not tolerate Al Qaeda or other hostile groups to operate 
from Afghanistanôs territory. Currently the support and alliance of the Afghan government is not 
assured. President Karzai, fearing a rapid withdrawal of NATO-ISAF troops, is already reaching 
out to other states ï Pakistan, Iran, and China, amongst them. We could be confronted with a 
situation where the international community will have invested an enormous military, financial 
and political effort into an ally that is not entirely reliable and may not entirely share our 
determination to defeat Al Qaeda. Relying solely on the Afghan government as an ally is not 
sufficient. 
 

Good Relationship with Afghan People Necessary 
The Afghan people must be committed to and aligned with the security goals of the international 
coalition. If there is broad popular support for Taliban and Al Qaeda, the Kabul government will 
find itself on a collision course with its own citizens. It is, therefore, essential to build a 
sustainable grassroots political relationship with the Afghan people. 
 

                                                             
1
 Afghanistan was used as a base by the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan for their attacks in Central Asia 

in 1999-2000. 
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Bad News: Struggling to Secure Popular Support in Southern Afghanistan  
ICOS field research reveals a relationship gap between NATO-ISAF and the Afghan 
communities they are intended to protect. For instance 75% of interviewees believe that 
foreigners disrespect their religion and traditions; 74% believe that working with foreign forces is 
wrong; and 68% believe that NATO-ISAF does not protect them. 55% of interviewees believe 
that the international community is in Afghanistan for its own benefit, to destroy or occupy the 
country, or to destroy Islam. 
 
These results are troubling, and demonstrate the mistrust and resentment felt towards the 
international presence in Afghanistan. Of those interviewed, 70% believe that recent military 
actions in their area were bad for the Afghan people, whilst 59% opposed further operations in 
Kandahar. According to interviewees, the Afghan government is also responsible by failing to 
provide good governance. 70% of respondents believe that local officials make money from 
drug trafficking, and an astonishing 64% state that government administrators in their area were 
connected to the Taliban insurgency.  
 
These problems have contributed to growing support for the Taliban, with 65% of respondents 
calling for Mullah Omar to join the Afghan government. Interviewees also believe that there are 
strong links between the Taliban and Al Qaeda. 80% stated that if the Taliban regained control 
of Afghanistan, Al Qaeda would return.  
 
Good News: Positive Attitudes an Opportunity for the International Community  
However, field research also reveals some good news and opportunities for the international 
community. A majority (55%) of Afghans interviewed believe that NATO and the Afghan 
government are winning the war, demonstrating that the battle for perceptions is still open. 
Despite the 2009 presidential elections, which were marked by fraud, 40% of Afghan 
respondents stated that democracy was important to them, and 72% would prefer their children 
to grow up under an elected government rather than the Taliban. 
 
There is some progress in womenôs rights, with 57% of interviewees supporting girlsô education. 
The field research also reveals that respondents have strong social and economic aspirations ï 
the most popular uses for $5000USD would be establishing or expanding a business, and 
marriage. 
 
The interviews also indicate that negativity is not directed solely against the international 
coalition, but also to other outside parties. 62% of the interviewees believe Pakistan played a 
negative role in their country and 56% felt negative about Iranôs influence in Afghanistan. This 
presents an opportunity for the coalition to differentiate itself from other actors through being 
trustworthy and genuinely concerned for the welfare of the Afghan people. It also underscores 
the need for a truly regional strategy for Afghanistan, one that involves neighbouring states as 
well as Western countries.  
 
Interesting News: Social and Cultural Mapping  
84% of Afghans interviewed identify themselves as Muslims first and foremost. However, 32% 
identify themselves as Afghan ï this is evidence of a growing national consciousness, which 
was far less visible under the Taliban rule. Another social shift can be identified in gradually 
loosening family structures. 56% of respondents said that their families exercised control over 
them, but 32% said that their families only had influence over their decisions. This may indicate 
a shifting social environment and a gradual decline of traditional family structures. 
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Conclusion 
The Afghan government must be stable and must that ensure Al Qaeda and allied groups will 
not be able to use Afghanistan to plot and launch attacks. Working solely with the Afghan 
government is not sufficient to assure our security interests: in addition, the West must reach 
out to the Afghan people through a sustainable grassroots political campaign. The research 
illustrates that currently many Afghans are suspicious or hostile towards foreign forces. This gulf 
of trust enables conspiracy theories and Taliban propaganda to flourish, and undermines the 
core objectives of the international presence.  
 
Closing this relationship gap and reducing Taliban support will require the international 
community to communicate its message more effectively in three key ways ï explaining why we 
are there, what we can bring which the Taliban cannot, and building a lasting alliance with the 
next generation. To date, our efforts in creating this type of grassroots political campaign have 
been ineffective, leaving a vacuum the Taliban have filled. 
 
We must know the Afghan people better and explain ourselves better. The international 
community does not understand or meet the basic needs of ordinary Afghans, and they in turn 
do not understand the reasons for our presence. This must be addressed to reduce mutual 
suspicions. Addressing the increasingly chronic challenges of humanitarian and development 
assistance, as well as expressing the international communityôs respect for Afghan religion and 
culture, are necessary to build effective positive and lasting relationships. 
 
We must win the narrative by making a clear case that the Afghan people have a better future 

by aligning themselves with the International coalition and its security concerns, rather than with 
the Taliban and Al Qaeda. The Taliban and Al Qaeda cannot bring prosperity or freedom. The 
international community, despite its shortcomings, presents a better future for Afghans and their 
families.  
 
We must also empower NextGenAfg, the next generation of Afghans, by providing social, 
economic and political opportunities. This will allow them to lead the country out of the current 
cycle of violence, and will reduce the current pool of potential Taliban recruits.  
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This map shows the police districts in Kandahar City (numbered 1-10) and the current security 
situation in the city, based on UN sources. The pink shading, indicating strong Taliban influence, 
illustrates the extent to which the insurgency dominates Afghanistanôs second city. Thousands 
of NATO-ISAF and Afghan troops are unable to secure anything but a small section of Kandahar, 

creating a high-risk environment full of fear and suspicion. 
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Build-Up to Kandahar 
 

United States President Barack Obamaôs decision to ósurgeô an extra 30,000 US troops into the 
volatile Afghan war was made last December. Only now, however, are those troops finally 
arriving in strength. 18,000 have been deployed, mainly in the south and east where fighting 
against the Taliban insurgency, now in its ninth year, is fiercest.  
 
The additional forces are critical to implementing the new counter-insurgency strategy 
developed by General Stanley McChrystal, formerly the commander of NATO-ISAF. The new 
strategy recognises that military force alone is not the answer - protecting the population and 
building up Afghanistanôs economic, security, and governance structures is the only real long-
term solution. 
 
The first showpiece operation for the new strategy and the troop reinforcements was Operation 
Moshtarak, which took place in the Marjah district of Helmand province in February 2010. A 
high-profile offensive intended to drive the Taliban out of one of their ólast strongholdsô, 
Operation Moshtarak was heralded as a success.  
 
Operation Moshtarak ï A limited victory 
However in the aftermath of Operation Moshtarak, the International Council on Security and 
Development (ICOS) conducted a series of interviews in Nad Ali and Lashkar Gah in Helmand, 
and Kandahar City in Kandahar, to assess the impact of the offensive on the Afghan people.  
 
The resulting report, Operation Moshtarak: Lessons Learned2, which was published in May 

2010, builds on ICOSôs previous research in Afghanistan. In August and September 2009, ICOS 
reported on the build-up and the consequences of the flawed Afghan presidential elections.3 
This demonstrated the Afghan governmentôs lack of legitimacy and the international 
communityôs failure to tackle the fraud and its aftermath. The implications of these failings 
continue to affect operations in Afghanistan today. 
 

The results of the research subsequent to Operation Moshtarak highlighted how despite the 
welcome improvements in the size and conduct of the military operation, there was a lack of 
sufficient corresponding measures in the political and humanitarian campaigns.  
 
Inadequate planning left thousands of refugees without supplies, and the failure to effectively 
communicate the purpose of the offensive created resentment and hostility amongst local 
Afghans, raising the risks of Taliban recruitment. ICOS field research revealed that 61% of 
interviewees felt more negative about NATO-ISAF forces than before Operation Moshtarak, and 
67% did not support a strong NATO-ISAF presence in their province. 

                                                             
2
 The results were released in Operation Moshtarak: Lessons Learned, March 2010. Available at: 

http://www.icosgroup.net/documents/operation_moshtarak.pdf 
3
 Afghanistan Election: Guns and Money, August 2009. Available at 

http://www.icosgroup.net/documents/Guns_and_Money.pdf; Political Quagmire in Afghanistan, 
September 2009. Available at: http://www.icosgroup.net/documents/political_quagmire.pdf 
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Support for Kandahar operations ï Agreement on ends but not means 
Despite their lack of support for much of the international presence, 67% of respondents 
expressed support for operations to clear the road from Lashkar Gah to Kandahar to Kabul, and 
to clear insurgents in Kandahar, indicating the importance of these issues to the local 
population.  
 
These results imply an ñagreement on ends but not meansò ï Afghans in Helmand and 
Kandahar do not want the return of the Taliban, but neither do they want to endure unnecessary 
suffering. NATO-ISAF and the international community have made mistakes, but their military 
operations and the current surge are not a mistake. The policy mix being deployed needs to be 
dramatically renovated to produce results in Kandahar and subsequent operations. 
 
Kandahar: A high-stakes target 
In the wake of Operation Moshtarak, NATO-ISAF has begun preparations for a new operation in 
Kandahar which has been described as a órising tide of securityô rather than a single offensive 
as in Marjah. This time, the focus is on economic and institutional development, with military 
force taking a backseat.4 This is a clear demonstration that lessons have been learned from 
Operation Moshtarak. For both the coalition and the Taliban, Kandahar is a high-stakes target.5 
 
Achieving success in Kandahar could demonstrate the strength of NATO-ISAFôs new counter-
insurgency policy. It would also strengthen the domestic political narrative in the United States: 
by providing justification for President Obamaôs controversial troop surge, whilst building 
confidence that American troops can begin to draw down in July 2011, as planned.6 
 
For the Taliban, regaining control of their spiritual and political heartland is a critical priority in 
2010,7 and it has quietly increased its presence in the city (see map, page 1). A wave of 
assassinations aimed at intimidating local government officials, and a lack of public support, 
have led to the launch of the operation being repeatedly delayed.  
 
In Kandahar City the local population is now hyper-polarised and politicised. Mistrust and 
suspicion is rife, and the community is full of rumours, conspiracy theories and growing 
paranoia. The international community must tread carefully within this complex and mistrustful 
environment if its attempts to wrest control from the insurgents are to succeed.  
 
 
 

                                                             
4
 Human Terrain System and Glevum Associates, Kandahar Province Survey Report March 2010, 2010. 

Available at: http://www.wired.com/images_blogs/dangerroom/2010/04/kandahar-province-survey-report-
5-apr-2010-for-isaf.pdf 
5
 Cronin, P, Restraint: Recalibrating American Strategy, Center for a New American Security, June 6 

2010. Available at: http://www.cnas.org/files/documents/publications/CNAS_Restraint_Cronin.pdf 
6
 Biddle, S, Fotini, C & Their, J,  Defining Success in Afghanistan: What Can the United States Accept? 

Foreign Affairs, July/August 2010. Available at: http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/66450/stephen-
biddle-fotini-christia-and-j-alexander-thier/defining-success-in-afghanistan 
7
 Department of Defense, Report on Progress Towards Security and Stability in Afghanistan, 2010. 

Available at: http://www.defense.gov/pubs/pdfs/Report_Final_SecDef_04_26_10.pdf 
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About ICOS 
 
The International Council on Security and Development (ICOS) is an international policy think 
tank working to combine grassroots research and policy innovation at the intersections of 
security, development, counter-narcotics and public health issues. Through a unique mix of field 
research, reports and project implementation, ICOS examines the root causes of current crises, 
and works to achieve measurable and direct policy results. 
 
ICOS is a project of the Network of European Foundationsô Mercator Fund. The work of the 
Mercator Fund is underpinned by the principle that the global philanthropic community has a 
vital role to play in promoting and implementing the work necessary to bring about social and 
political change. The Mercator Fund aims to generate innovative ideas to respond to key global 
challenges through the development of projects that address core global social issues. 
 

About ICOS Afghanistan 
 
In 2005, research on counter-narcotics policies brought ICOS to Afghanistan. ICOS 
Afghanistanôs field research operations revealed that the Afghan problem of illegal poppy 
cultivation and opium production was not a standalone problem but instead both a cause and 
symptom of broader security and development concerns. As a result, ICOS subsequently 
started to develop research programmes looking more closely at the related security and 
development conditions of Afghanistan. 
 
Field research probed into areas such as the delivery of humanitarian aid, the status of hospitals 
and internally displaced people camps in southern Afghanistan, and the basic needs and 
legitimate grievances of the Afghan people. In order to reveal the inefficiencies of the policies 
implemented by the Afghan government and the international community, ICOS developed 
opinion surveys and related field research with the overarching objective to identify possible 
solutions and interventions that could bridge the gap between people and policy.  
 
Perception assessment surveys were developed to shed light on the general perception of the 
Afghan people, for example, when it comes to the presence of foreign soldiers on Afghan soil, 
reconstruction efforts, the situation in the hospitals, the process of democratisation, the Karzai 
Government or the resurgence of the Taliban insurgency. 
 
Between 2005 and July 2010, ICOS released 33 reports related to Afghanistan, together with 
numerous several academic articles, Opinion Editorials, policy papers and other publications. It 
currently has offices in Kabul and Lashkar Gah. 
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Methodology 
 
To assess the situation on the ground in southern Afghanistan, ICOSôs international and local 
staff carried out interviews with 552 men across Kandahar (238 interviews) and Helmand (303 

interviews). 
 
In Kandahar City, 108 interviews were conducted; 45 in Khakrez district; 37 in Panjwayi 
district; and 48 in Spin Boldak district. In Helmand, 97 interviews were conducted in the district 
of Marjah, the scene of Operation Moshtarak in February; 116 in Garmsir district; 54 in Nawa 
district; and 37 in Lashkar Gah City.  
 
This research mapped local Afghan perceptions of the international presence in Afghanistan, 
the Taliban and Al Qaeda, and provided commentary on their own personal situations.8 
 
 

ICOS Fieldwork Experience 

 
The International Council on Security and Development (ICOS) has been conducting studies in 
conflict zones since 2007. In this time, ICOS has carried out over 19,000 interviews across 
Iraq, Somalia and Afghanistan. This fieldwork has examined the root causes of current crises, 

in order to help achieve measurable and direct policy results. 
 
Previous ICOS Conflict Zone field research includes: 
 
Á Operation Moshtarak: Lessons Learned (May 2010) 
Á Iraq - Angry Hearts and Angry Minds (June 2008)                 
Á Chronic Failures in the War on Terror - From Afghanistan to Somalia (April 2008) 
Á Afghan and Somali Views on the United States Presidential Elections 2008 (April 2008) 
Á On a knife edge: Rapid Assessment Field Survey, Southern and Eastern Afghanistan (May 

2007) 

                                                             
8
 The results in this presentation have been rounded to the nearest number by data-analysis software, so 

results presented in pie charts do not always add to 100%. 
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Research Findings 
 
 

1. Bad News: Struggling to Secure Popular Support in Southern 
Afghanistan 

 

A  MIXED SUPPORT FOR MILITARY OPERATIONS 
 
The interview results reveal the underlying negativity to military operations and pessimism about 
the future security situation of the region amongst Afghans in both Helmand and Kandahar.  
 
Over two thirds of all respondents felt that recent military operations in their area had a negative 
effect. However, the level of negativity varied greatly between the two provinces.  
 
 

 
 
 
In Kandahar, almost half of those interviewed felt that recent military activity has been good for 
them, whereas this sentiment was shared by only 16% of Helmand interviewees. The stark 
contrast may reflect the differing approaches that NATO-ISAF has taken in the two areas.  
 
General Stanley McChrystal, former commander of NATO-ISAF, stressed these convergent 
approaches when he described how Kandahar would be more like a órising tideô than a single 
invasion, as was the case in Helmandôs Operation Moshtarak.9 In Kandahar City the perceptions 
of security are most positive, suggesting that the security situation there is better than 
elsewhere.  
 

                                                             
9
 óGen. McChrystal Details Lessons of Marja Offensiveô, American Forces Press Service March 8 2010. 

Available at: http://www.isaf.nato.int/en/article/news/gen.-mcchrystal-details-lessons-of-marja-
offensive.html  
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Was the military operation in your area good or bad for the Afghan people?
10

 
 

 Good Bad No answer 

Garmsir 23% 77% 0% 

Marjah 1% 99% 0% 

Nawa 20% 80% 0% 

Lash City 27% 69% 4% 

Helmand 16% 83% 1% 

Kandahar City 64% 33% 3% 

Khakrez 16% 84% 0% 

Panjwayi 24% 73% 3% 

Spin Boldak 40% 58% 2% 

Kandahar 44% 54% 2% 

Total 28% 70% 2% 

 
 
Marjah: Deteriorating attitudes towards military operations  
All of the assessed Helmand districts felt overwhelmingly negative about military operations. 
Lashkar Gah, the biggest urban centre in the region, had the most positive response in 
Helmand with a third of respondents stating that operations were good for them. Particularly 
striking though, were the responses of interviewees in Marjah, the focal point of Operation 
Moshtarak, the coalitionôs largest counter-insurgency operation in Afghanistan since 2001. 
Almost all of respondents here ï 99% - felt that the military operation in their area was bad for 
the Afghan people.  
 
This level of resentment felt by Marjah residents is a marked deterioration in attitudes. In March 
2010, ICOS field research in Marjah revealed that 67% of the local population interviewed 
believed the military operation was bad for the Afghan people.11 Recent experience has taught 
that military action cannot be successful without local backing, so securing the support of the 
Afghan people is key. 
 

Emphasising non-violent tools alongside military operations 

 
The augmentation of negativity in the district, over such a short time frame, indicates that in 
situations where development, aid, and counter narcotics are not accorded the same level of 
political and financial support as military force, outcomes can be counter-productive in terms of 
local residentôs perceptions of the coalition 

                                                             
10

 In some of the tables, the two most positive district results are highlighted in green colour, and the two 
most negative with red colour. 
11

 Operation Moshtarak: Lessons Learned 
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Caution about future military actions and fear of civil war 
There are mixed opinions regarding further military operations in Kandahar. Overall 59% 
opposed such operations, whilst 38% supported them.  
 
 

 
 
 

Do you support or oppose a military offensive against the Taliban in Kandahar? 

 Support Oppose Other No answer 
No opinion/ 
Donôt know 

Garmsir 46% 52% 0% 1% 1% 

Marjah 20% 80% 0% 0% 0% 

Nawa 35% 61% 0% 2% 2% 

Lash City 42% 56% 0% 2% 0% 

Helmand 35% 63% 0% 1% 1% 

Kandahar City 68% 27% 1% 2% 2% 

Khakrez 4% 91% 0% 4% 0% 

Panjwayi 6% 89% 0% 5% 0% 

Spin Boldak 48% 50% 2% 0% 0% 

Kandahar 42% 53% 1% 3% 1% 

Total 38% 59% 0% 2% 1% 

 
Support for an operation against the Taliban in Kandahar was higher in the province itself than 
in Helmand. The most positive responses were in Kandahar City where 68% of interviewees 
showed support for anti-Taliban offensives in Kandahar, a sentiment shared by only one-fifth of 
Marjah respondents.  
 
The rolling tempo of military operations, Taliban successes and political tensions have all 
contributed to the strong fears of renewed, full-scale war: 77% of interviewees believe that there 
could be another civil war in Afghanistan.  
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Do you think there could ever be another civil war in Afghanistan? 

 Yes No Donôt know Other No answer 

Garmsir 75% 6% 12% 0% 7% 

Marjah 94% 2% 0% 0% 4% 

Nawa 94% 4% 0% 0% 2% 

Lash City 85% 6% 4% 2% 4% 

Helmand 85% 5% 5% 0% 5% 

Kandahar 
City 

59% 39% 0% 1% 1% 

Khakrez 73% 20% 0% 0% 7% 

Panjwayi 78% 5% 0% 0% 16% 

Spin Boldak 69% 17% 10% 4% 0% 

Kandahar 67% 26% 2% 1% 4% 

Total 77% 14% 4% 1% 4% 

 
 
This suggests that there is still a deep-seated pessimism amongst the Afghan people about the 
current security situation. Many of them are tired of war and are sceptical about the usefulness 
of further military operations. 
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Destroyed by the Taliban; the ruins of a Kandahar City guesthouse used by international 

personnel as a base for development projects. 
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B MISTRUST TOWARDS FOREIGN FORCES 
 
A consistent trend established by the field research is the mistrust and suspicion which Afghans 
feel towards international military forces. On a number of indicators, interviewees were cautious 
or negative about building a close relationship with NATO-ISAF troops.  
 
For instance, almost three-quarters of Afghans interviewed believe that working with foreign 
forces is wrong. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Do you think that working with foreign forces is right or wrong? 

 Right Wrong No answer 
No opinion/ 
Donôt know 

Garmsir 16% 76% 4% 4% 

Marjah 2% 98% 0% 0% 

Nawa 16% 82% 0% 2% 

Lash City 35% 65% 0% 0% 

Helmand 15% 82% 2% 1 % 

Kandahar City 49% 51% 0% 0% 

Khakrez 18% 80% 2% 0% 

Panjwayi 19% 76% 3% 0% 

Spin Boldak 38% 62% 0% 0% 

Kandahar 36% 63% 1% 0% 

Total 24% 74% 1% 1% 
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In Marjah district, this figure reached 98%, an alarming result in a district considered the 
showpiece for the international communityôs new counter-insurgency policy. This strategy is 
based on working with local populations to gather intelligence and to build sustainable security, 
governance, and economic development. Such strong opposition to working with coalition 
forces suggests that it will be challenging for the coalition to build up an adequate cadre of 
Afghans willing to cooperate with them. 
 
It is also discouraging that over two-thirds of Afghans interviewed believe that the NATO-ISAF 
forces do not protect the local population. 
 
 

 

Do you believe the NATO forces protect the local population? 

 Yes No Other No answer 
No opinion/ 
Donôt know 

Garmsir 40% 60% 0% 0% 0% 

Marjah 26% 73% 0% 0% 0% 

Nawa 35% 61% 0% 2% 2% 

Lash City 27% 71% 0% 2% 0% 

Helmand 32% 66% 0% 1% 0% 

Kandahar City 36% 58% 0% 2% 4% 

Khakrez 7% 84% 0% 2% 7% 

Panjwayi 14% 84% 0% 2% 0% 

Spin Boldak 27% 69% 0% 4% 0% 

Kandahar 25% 69% 0% 3% 3% 

Total 29% 68% 0% 2% 1 % 
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Another of the counter-insurgency strategyôs key principles ï perhaps the most fundamental - is 
that coalition forces should protect the local population.12 They are working for the benefit of the 
Afghan people: maintaining their security is absolutely essential to winning hearts and minds 
and creating the conditions for NATO-ISAF withdrawal.  
 
Whether or not these perceptions are objectively true, their strength is very significant. As the 
international community is aware, the conflict in Afghanistan is also a war of ideas and 
perceptions, and winning a counter-insurgency campaign without support from the civilian 
population would be extremely challenging. 
 
Taliban capitalising on perceived foreign disrespect 
There is also a strong perception that foreigners are insensitive towards Afghan custom and 
religion. Fully three-quarters of respondents believe that foreigners violate local customs. Islam 
and local custom are very important to Afghans, so failing to show adequate respect risks 
serious political blowback from the local population.  
 
 

 

                                                             
12

 NATO-ISAF, ISAF Commander's Counter-insurgency Guidance, Aug 2009. Available at: 
http://www.nato.int/isaf/docu/official_texts/counter-insurgency_guidance.pdf 
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Do the foreigners respect or disrespect your religion and tradition? 

 Respect Disrespect No answer Other No opinion 

Garmsir 28% 69% 3% 0% 0% 

Marjah 22% 78% 0% 0% 0% 

Nawa 8% 92% 0% 0% 0% 

Lash City 18% 82% 0% 0% 0% 

Helmand 21% 77% 2% 0% 0% 

Kandahar City 30% 69% 2% 0% 0% 

Khakrez 13% 82% 0% 0% 4% 

Panjwayi 5% 89% 5% 0% 0% 

Spin Boldak 35% 65% 0% 0% 0% 

Kandahar 24% 74% 1% 0% 1% 

Total 22% 75% 2% 0% 0% 

 
The Taliban capitalises on this perception for propaganda purposes. They use it as part of their 
efforts to cast the conflict in a religious light, portraying the coalition as blasphemous foreigners 
who do not know or care about Islam, and are only in Afghanistan for occupation and 
destruction. 
 
Underlining the importance of religion, a majority of respondents stated that they would prefer 
troops from Muslim states to be deployed in Afghanistan, rather than non-Muslim forces. This is 
an indication that Muslim countries should be approached to join the international coalition. 
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Should Muslim countries be helping the fight in Afghanistan rather than 
NATO-ISAF non Muslim troops? 

  Yes No Donôt know No answer 

Garmsir 71% 23% 3% 3% 

Marjah 54% 39% 1% 6% 

Nawa 55% 39% 2% 4% 

Lash City 54% 40% 0% 6% 

Helmand 60% 33% 2% 4% 

Kandahar City 69% 28% 0% 3% 

Khakrez 62% 31% 2% 4% 

Panjwayi 65% 19% 0% 16% 

Spin Boldak 31% 48% 0% 21% 

Kandahar 60% 31% 0% 9% 

Total 60% 32% 1% 6% 

 
 
Conspiracies and Mistrust Rife 
The field research suggests that a conspiratorial view of foreign forces is already quite strong. 
55% of the Afghans thought that foreigners were in the country to destroy or occupy 
Afghanistan, for their own personal reasons, or to destroy Islam. Worryingly, only 12% of all 
interviewees thought that the objective of foreign troops was to bring peace and security to 
Afghanistan. 
 
 

What are the foreigners fighting for? 

 
Helmand Kandahar Total 

To occupy Afghanistan 24% 10% 18% 

For their own targets (Al Qaeda) 17% 12% 15% 

For violence and to destroy Afghanistan 20% 6% 14% 

For their own benefit 9% 20% 14% 

Don't know 10% 18% 13% 

Peace and security 5% 21% 12% 

To destroy Islam 12% 4% 9% 

No answer 1% 6% 3% 

Rebuilding Afghanistan 2% 0% 1% 

Other 0% 2% 1% 
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Perceptions of the good points and bad points of foreign forces give additional weight to this 
analysis. When questioned, 58% of interviewees either did not know what the good points of 
foreign forces were, stated that there were no good things about them, or had no answer. Only 
8% thought that foreigners brought peace and security to Afghanistan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On the other hand, the majority of Afghans (83%) identified bad points about foreigners. By far 
the most common attributes identified were related to military operations ï bombings, killing 
civilians, and searching homes.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The responses emphasise how security is the bottom line for the Afghan people. In Marjah, 
which saw one of the most intensive military operations in years, 73% feel more negative about 

What are the good things about foreigners? 

 Helmand Kandahar Total 

No answer 28% 34% 31% 

Help and Assistance 33% 5% 21% 

No good things 12% 20% 16% 

Donôt know 9% 12% 11% 

Peace and security 3% 16% 8% 

Roads 9% 3% 6% 

Reconstruction of 
Afghanistan 

5% 4% 4% 

Schools 2% 2% 2% 

Other 0% 3% 1% 

What are the bad things about foreigners? 

 Helmand Kandahar Total 

Bombings 32% 19% 26% 

Searching homes 21% 20% 21% 

Killing civilians 16% 25% 20% 

No answer 9% 15% 11% 

Unnecessary military 
operations 10% 0% 6% 

Donôt know 4% 3% 3% 

Other 3% 3% 3% 

Do not respect Islam 2% 2% 2% 

Failing to fix Afghanistan 0% 5% 2% 

Disruption caused by 
convoys 2% 3% 2% 

A lot of bad things 0% 5% 2% 

Arresting civilians 1% 0% 1% 

Occupation 2% 0% 1% 
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foreign forces compared to one year ago. This indicates that the current political dynamics and 
the humanitarian strategy in Afghanistan are failing to create effective relationships with the 
Afghan people.  
 
 

Compared to one year ago is your opinion of the 
foreign forces more positive or more negative? 

 
More 

positive 
More 

negative 
No answer 

Garmsir 53% 47% 0% 

Marjah 27% 73% 0% 

Nawa 43% 55% 2% 

Lash City 52% 46% 2% 

Helmand 43% 56% 1% 

Kandahar City 56% 44% 0% 

Khakrez 36% 64% 0% 

Panjwayi 41% 59% 0% 

Spin Boldak 60% 40% 0% 

Kandahar 50% 50% 0% 

Total 46% 53% 1% 

 
 
These results indicate that foreigners are viewed negatively. They are believed to be fighting for 
their own reasons or to inflict destruction; they are widely perceived as being disrespectful to 
Islam and unable or unwilling to protect the local population.  
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C ONGOING HUMANITARIAN CRISIS IN SOUTHERN AFGHANISTAN 
 
Large numbers of displaced Afghans living in difficult conditions 
 

 
    Refugee camp in Kandahar City 
 
 
Negative perceptions of foreign forces are exacerbated by the humanitarian situation in 
Southern Afghanistan. The great majority of Afghans interviewed (87%) state that they know of 
people displaced by fighting.  
 
 

 


