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Afghanistan's tumultuous peace process came to a halt after President Biden's
announcement of a delayed withdrawal plan for US troops from the country. Indeed, this
served as a good excuse for the Taliban to boycott any peace talks, assuming that if they do
not negotiate power today, they will have it all after the unconditional withdrawal of the U.S.
forces.
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Afghanistan's tumultuous peace process came to a halt after President Biden's
announcement of a delayed withdrawal plan for US troops from the country. Indeed,
this served as a good excuse for the Taliban to boycott any peace talks, assuming that
if they do not negotiate power today, they will have it all after the unconditional
withdrawal of the U.S. forces.

The escalation of attacks by the Taliban has significantly heightened fears of a total
collapse of the governance and security organs of the state - leading up to the possible
loss of functional control of the capital, Kabul. Aside from the concerns of Afghans, the
region fears something bigger: the Taliban's ambition to be regional heroes for Islamic
extremists, as evidenced by the Taliban's recent warning to the region about hosting
US military bases.

This fear stems from profound concerns about the increase of Islamic extremism within
their own nations.

In China, as soon as the authorities caught a whiff of Islamic extremism in the breeze,
they went into full force against them, detaining over one million Muslims, including
many innocent Uyghur minorities who have lived peacefully in the Xinjiang region near
the Afghan border for generations. China has considered establishing a military base in
Afghanistan, fearing strong ties between some Uyghur groups and the Taliban and
Al-Qaeda.
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However, Chinese military forces have been active for a while in Afghanistan's
Badakhshan province from a military base in Tajikistan near the Afghan border.

Central Asia and Russia confront similar threats from the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan (IMU) and Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM), both of which have
connections with the Taliban, ISIS, and Al-Qaeda. Safe havens of these groups in
Afghanistan, in the areas under the control of the Taliban, have caused these countries
to fortify their borders with Afghanistan and even conduct a number of maneuvers
along the Afghan border, involving 50,000 troops and 700 military tanks.

Iran, a Shi'ite majority country, which views itself as the number one target of ISIS and
the Taliban, does not want the Taliban, Sunni hardliners, to return to power; instead,
Tehran seeks to deepen its relations with the group as a precautionary measure in case
the Taliban becomes a political player in Afghanistan.

In terms of protecting its borders with Afghanistan, Iran has been supplying weaponry
to some Taliban factions, and has offered the Afghan government to leverage
Fatemiyoun in Afghanistan to counter the Taliban and ISIS attacks.

In Pakistan, the reformation of Tahrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), an umbrella organization
for many extremist groups, including ISIS, and linked to Al-Qaeda, has frightened
Pakistan; which has called on the Afghan Taliban for support and reminded them of
their old relationship. Pakistan has also stated its desire to help the Afghan peace
process, although it's difficult to believe Pakistan's assertion given the country's
long-term objectives.

But if Pakistan wants to play a positive role in the Afghan peace process, it must stop
supporting the Taliban and instead perhaps emulate Indonesia and Malaysia's role in
the Philippines and become an active guarantor of the Afghan peace process.

The good news for the Afghan leaders is that there is already a regional and global
consensus on an Afghan-owned peace process as Plan A, since the world views the
Taliban alone as a direct threat to their security, and possibly not a viable peace
partner, believing the Taliban will turn the country into the headquarters of global
terrorism. All that the region wants and seeks, as clearly stated in the Troika-Plus
statement, is a stable and impartial administration in Afghanistan, not an Islamic
emirate.

The Afghan government and political leaders must put their differences aside and work
toward an Afghan-owned, Afghan-led, and Afghan-managed peace process. At this
point, a practical--attainable and forward-looking--strategic peace plan is desired to
lead to a negotiated agreement. Most importantly, for the peace process to be
effective, the Afghan government must develop a good and honest relationship with
Pakistan.
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With meddling in Pakistan's internal affairs by backing its opposition groups, one can't
expect good faith in return. Thus, we must accept that honesty in a relationship is a
two-way process.

Above all, the Taliban, as Afghans, must realize that Afghanistan has paid a tremendous
price for its past isolation during their regime, and it cannot afford it in the 21st
century. If the Taliban want to be accepted by the international community and want to
end the conflict peacefully, they must alter their strategic approach and articulate
peace policies. Delaying the peace negotiations to test the waters is not a smart idea.

While all of the regional states have declared that a negotiated peace settlement is
their preferred option, they all maintain ties to various militias and other armed groups,
including the Taliban, in Afghanistan as a Plan B. The longer the peace negotiations
remain stalled, the greater the danger of regional countries defaulting to their Plan B -
potentially turning Afghanistan into a battlefield of proxy wars that history has never
seen before.
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