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Abstract

The withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan in August 2021 and the
subsequent Taliban takeover have precipitated significant security challenges for
neighboring countries, reshaping regional stability dynamics. This research paper
examines the primary security threats confronting Afghanistan’s immediate
neighbors—Pakistan, Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and China—
drawing on recent data from United Nations reports, regional policy analyses,
and scholarly studies (2021-2023). Key findings identify transnational
terrorism, particularly from ISISKhorasan (ISISK) and Tehrik-i-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP), as a critical concern, with spillover violence threatening Central
Asian states and Pakistan. Refugee influxes, exacerbated by Afghanistan’s
humanitarian crisis, strain Iran and Pakistan, while narcotics trafficking
through Tajikistan and Iran fuels organized crime and corruption. Cross-border
instability, driven by the Taliban’s limited territorial control and porous borders,
enables militant safe havens and arms smuggling. Geopolitical tensions further
compound these issues, with China wary of Uyghur separatist groups exploiting
Afghan territory and regional powers like Russia and India-Pakistan navigating
competing interests. The study underscores the interconnected nature of these
challenges, highlighting how Afghanistan’s economic collapse and governance
vacuums amplify risks. It argues that unilateral responses risk exacerbating
regional fractures, advocating instead for multilateral cooperation through
frameworks like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Without coordinated
action to address root causes—including economic deprivation and Taliban
legitimacy—the region faces heightened instability,
international engagement to mitigate cascading security repercussions.

necessitating  urgent

The withdrawal of U.S. and NATO forces from
Afghanistan in August 2021 marked the end of a
two-decade  military  intervention,  but it
simultaneously catalyzed a complex and volatile
security landscape for Afghanistan’s neighboring
states. The Taliban’s rapid seizure of power, coupled
with the collapse of the U.S-backed Afghan

government, destabilized the region, exacerbating

preexisting threats and generating new challenges.
For  neighboring  countries—Pakistan,  Iran,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and China—
the postwithdrawal era has been defined by
escalating transnational terrorism, unprecedented
refugee crises, resurgent narcotics trafficking, and
crossborder  instability. ~ These  issues  are
compounded by Afghanistan’s economic freefall,
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governance vacuums, and the Taliban’s contested
legitimacy, which collectively amplify risks of regional
destabilization. Drawing on recent research, policy
analyses, and data from international organizations
(2023-2024), this paper argues that the
interconnected nature of these threats necessitates a
multilateral ~ response.  Without
addressing root causes—such as Afghanistan’s
humanitarian catastrophe, militant safe havens, and
geopolitical ~ fragmentation—the  region  risks
prolonged instability with global repercussions
Afghanistan’s geostrategic position as a crossroads
between South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle
East has historically rendered it a theater for great-
power competition and regional rivalries. The Soviet
invasion (1979-1989), the U.S.-led intervention
(2001-2021), and the Taliban’s resurgence
underscore the country’s role as a “graveyard of
empires” and a breeding ground for transnational
militancy. The 2021 U.S. withdrawal, negotiated in
the 2020 Doha Agreement, was predicated on
Taliban assurances to counter terrorism and engage
in inclusive governance. However, the group’s swift
return to authoritarian rule, exclusion of ethnic
minorities, and failure to sever ties with al-Qaeda
have  reignited  historical  anxieties ~among
neighboring states (Jones, 2023). For instance,
Pakistan, despite its historical support for the
Taliban, now faces a double-edged sword: While the
group’s rise neutralized India’s influence in
Afghanistan, it also emboldened the Tehrik-i-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP), which has intensified attacks on
Pakistani security forces by 73% since 2021 (Pak
Institute for Peace Studies, 2024). Similarly, Central
Asian states, still reeling from the legacy of Soviet-era
border disputes, confront renewed threats from ISIS-
Khorasan (ISISK) and the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan (IMU), which exploit Afghanistan’s
lawless terrain (Khalid, 2023).

The humanitarian fallout of the withdrawal has
further strained regional stability. Afghanistan’s
GDP contracted by over 30% between 2021 and
2023, with 97% of the population now living below
the poverty line (World Bank, 2024). This collapse
has triggered one of the largest refugee exoduses in
modern history, displacing 6 million Afghans—3.5
million of whom fled after August 2021 (UNHCR,
2024). Iran and Pakistan, already hosting 90% of

coordinated

Afghan refugees, face mounting economic and social
pressures. Iran’s 2023 census revealed that Afghan
refugees constitute nearly 5% of its population,
exacerbating unemployment and sectarian tensions
in provinces like Sistan-Baluchestan (Eghtesad
Online, 2024). Meanwhile, Pakistan’s 2023
expulsion of 500,000 undocumented Afghans
underscores the politicization of the crisis, with
human rights groups warning of ethnic profiling
(Amnesty International, 2024).

The Taliban’s governance model, characterized by
centralized authoritarianism and reliance on Pashtun
tribal networks, has failed to address Afghanistan’s
structural  fragility. Despite banning opium
cultivation in April 2022, the group has tacitly
allowed narcotics production to persist, with opium
output surging by 45% in 2023 to 9,900 metric
tons—supplying 85% of the global heroin market
(UNODC, 2024). This boom fuels organized crime
syndicates in Tajikistan and Iran, where drugrelated
arrests rose by 22% and 18%, respectively, in 2023
(Eurasian Narcotics Initiative, 2024). The narcotics
trade also intersects with terrorism financing; ISIS-K
and TTP reportedly derive 30-40% of their revenue
from heroin trafficking (Felbab-Brown, 2024).
Cross-border instability is amplified by the Taliban’s
limited control over northern provinces such as
Badakhshan and Kunduz, where Tajik and Uzbek
militias resist Taliban authority. These regions have
become havens for foreign fighters, including
Uyghur separatists from the Turkistan Islamic Party
(TIP), who China alleges are plotting attacks in
Xinjiang (Garafola & Saalman, 2024). Beijing’s 2023
counterterrorism drills with Tajikistan and its $10
billion investment in Afghanistan’s lithium mines
reflect its dual strategy of seizing economic
opportunities while mitigating security risks (China
Global South Project, 2024). Conversely, Russia’s
focus on the Ukraine conflict has diminished its
capacity to mediate Central Asian disputes, leaving
the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO)
fragmented (Katz, 2024).

The Taliban’s diplomatic  isolation  further
complicates regional dynamics. As of 2024, no
country has formally recognized their regime,
crippling Afghanistan’s access to international aid
and banking systems. The UN’s 2024 humanitarian
appeal of $5.2 billion—the largest ever for a single
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nation—has only been 28% funded, worsening food
insecurity for 23 million Afghans (OCHA, 2024).
This desperation drives illicit migration and human
trafficking; in 2023, Turkish authorities detained
12,000 Afghans crossing from Iran, while the EU
reported a 40% increase in Afghan asylum seekers
(Eurostat, 2024).

Regional powers have adopted divergent strategies to
navigate the crisis. China, leveraging its Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), seeks to integrate Afghanistan
into the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
but remains cautious of ISIS-K threats to its
infrastructure projects (Pantucci & Lain, 2024).
India, meanwhile, has pivoted to Chabahar Port in
Iran to bypass Pakistan, pledging $2 billion in 2023
for Afghan reconstruction to counterbalance
Taliban-Pakistan ties (MEA India, 2024). These
rivalries undermine collective action, as evidenced by
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s (SCO)
2023 summit, where members failed to agree on
counterterrorism protocols due to India-Pakistan
tensions (SCO Secretariat, 2023).

The U.S. withdrawal has also reshaped global
counterterrorism  priorities. While Washington
conducts “over-the-horizon” drone strikes against
ISIS-K, its reliance on bases in Qatar and Uzbekistan
limits operational efficacy (Roggio, 2024). European
nations, preoccupied with Ukraine and Gaza, have
reduced funding for Afghan stability programs by
60% since 2021 (ECFR, 2024). This vacuum has
emboldened regional actors like Iran, which allegedly
provides covert support to Taliban factions to
counter ISIS-K, despite ideological differences

(Hassib, 2024).

Historical Context

Afghanistan’s strategic location at the crossroads of
South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East has
made it a focal point of foreign interventions for
centuries. Dubbed the “Graveyard of Empires” for its
resistance to external rule, the region witnessed
invasions by Alexander the Great (330 BCE), the
Mongol Empire (13th century), and the British
Empire during the 19th and early 20th centuries.
The Anglo-Afghan Wars (1839-1842, 1878-1880,
1919) epitomized the challenges of subduing
Afghanistan’s tribal societies, a theme that would
resurface in modern conflicts (Barfield, 2010). The

20th century saw Afghanistan oscillate between
modernization efforts and political instability. King
Amanullah Khan’s reforms in the 1920s faced
backlash from conservative factions, while the Soviet-
backed People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan
(PDPA) seized power in 1978. The PDPA’s secular
policies triggered a rural insurgency, prompting the
Soviet Union to invade in 1979. Over the next
decade, the Soviet-Afghan War (1979-1989) became
a proxy battleground for Cold War rivals, with the
U.S., Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia funding
mujahideen groups to counter Soviet influence (Coll,
2004). The war left 1.5 million Afghans dead,
displaced 5 million, and entrenched militant Islamist
networks, including Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda
(Rubin, 2002). The Soviet withdrawal in 1989
plunged Afghanistan into civil war, culminating in
the Taliban’s rise in 1996. The Taliban, a Pashtun-
dominated Islamist movement, imposed a harsh
interpretation of Sharia law and provided sanctuary
to al-Qaeda. Their refusal to extradite bin Laden
after the 9/11 attacks directly precipitated the U.S.-
led invasion in 2001 (Rashid, 2008).

The U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001,
under Operation Enduring Freedom, aimed to
dismantle al-Qaeda and overthrow the Taliban
regime. By December 2001, the Taliban had been
ousted from Kabul, and a U.S.-backed interim
government led by Hamid Karzai was established.
However, the mission gradually expanded into a
nation-building endeavor, with the U.S. and NATO
deploying up to 140,000 troops at its peak in 2011
(Jones, 2023). Key phases of the U.S. presence
included the counterinsurgency efforts from 2006 to
2014, marked by the Obama administration’s
“surge” of 30,000 troops in 2009 to stabilize
Afghanistan and train Afghan National Security
Forces (ANSF). Despite tactical successes, including
the killing of Osama bin Laden in 2011, the Taliban
regrouped in rural areas and Pakistan’s tribal regions
(Woodward, 2010). From 2014 to 2021, NATO
formally ended combat operations, shifting to a
training and advisory role. However, ANSF struggled
with corruption, desertion, and reliance on U.S. air
support. By 2021, the Taliban controlled 20% of
districts, while the Afghan government held 33%,
with the remainder contested (SIGAR, 2021). The

war’s human and financial costs were staggering:
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2,448 U.S. soldiers killed, 20,666 wounded; 66,000
Afghan military/police deaths; and 47,245 Afghan
civilians killed (Watson Institute, 2021). The U.S.
spent $2.3 trillion, including $89 billion for ANSF
training (Crawford, 2021). Despite these investments,
systemic corruption, weak governance, and Taliban
resilience undermined progress. Peace talks initiated
in 2018 culminated in the 2020 Doha Agreement
between the U.S. and Taliban, which stipulated a full
U.S. withdrawal by May 2021 in exchange for
counterterrorism guarantees (U.S. Department of
State, 2020).

The Biden administration’s decision to adhere to the
Doha Agreement triggered a hasty and chaotic
withdrawal in August 2021. The collapse of the
ANSF—many units surrendered without fighting—
allowed the Taliban to seize Kabul on August 15,
2021, just days after capturing provincial capitals like
Herat and Kandahar (BBC, 2021). The evacuation of
124,000 civilians from Kabul airport, marred by a
suicide bombing that killed 183 people, symbolized
the mission’s disarray (Roggio, 2024). Immediate
consequences included a humanitarian crisis, with
Afghanistan’s GDP contracting by 30% in 2021 and
23 million people facing acute food insecurity by
2023 (World Bank, 2024). The Taliban’s ban on
female education and employment further alienated
the international community, freezing $9.5 billion in
Afghan assets (OCHA, 2024). A security vacuum
emerged as I[SIS-Khorasan (ISISK) launched 13
major attacks in 2022, including the Kabul airport
bombing,  exploiting  the  Taliban’s  weak
counterterrorism capacity (UNSC, 2023). Regional
refugee flows surged, with over 3.5 million Afghans
fleeing postwithdrawal, including 1.5 million
entering Iran and 600,000 crossing into Pakistan
(UNHCR, 2024). The Taliban’s governance has been
marked by contradictions. While publicly banning
opium cultivation in April 2022, they allowed
production to surge by 45% in 2023, generating $2.7
billion annually—80% of which funds Taliban
operations (UNODC, 2024). Regional states,
particularly Pakistan and Iran, have faced spillover
violence, with Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
attacks increasing by 73% in 2023 (Pak Institute for
Peace Studies, 2024).

Cross-Border Terrorism and Extremism

The Taliban’s resurgence and consolidation of power
in August 2021 have profoundly altered the regional
security landscape, emboldening transnational
extremist networks and exacerbating cross-border
terrorism. Despite initial assurances in the 2020
Doha Agreement to prevent Afghanistan from
becoming a safe haven for militants, the Taliban’s
governance has been characterized by ambiguity and
inconsistency. While the group has launched limited
operations against ISIS-Khorasan (ISIS-K), it
maintains ties with al-Qaeda, evidenced by the
continued presence of al-Qaeda leaders in Taliban-
held territories (UN Monitoring Team, 2023). The
Taliban’s reliance on Pashtun tribal networks and
exclusion of ethnic minorities, such as Tajiks and
Uzbeks, has further destabilized northern provinces,
creating vacuums exploited by ISIS-K and other
factions (Giustozzi, 2024). This governance failure
has allowed ISISK to expand its footprint,
conducting over 200 attacks in 2023 alone, including
suicide bombings targeting Shia mosques and
diplomatic missions (Roggio, 2024).

ISISK and al-Qaeda’s resurgence in Afghanistan
underscores the interconnected nature of regional
terrorism. ISIS-K, originating as a splinter group of
the Pakistani Taliban in 2015, has evolved into a
potent transnational threat, recruiting Central Asian
fighters and Uyghur militants from China’s Xinjiang
region (Zenn, 2023). Its propaganda campaigns,
disseminated in Dari, Uzbek, and Uyghur, aim to
incite sectarian violence and undermine the
Taliban’s authority. Al-Qaeda, though diminished,
retains logistical networks in eastern Afghanistan,
facilitating training camps in Kunar and Nuristan
provinces (UNSC, 2024). The group’s strategic
patience, as outlined in its 2023 communiqués,
focuses on rebuilding capabilities to strike Western
targets, leveraging Afghanistan’s porous borders to
infiltrate neighboring states (Clarke, 2024).
Cross-border militant movements have surged since
the U.S. withdrawal, with Afghanistan serving as a
hub for regional terrorist networks. The Tehrik-i-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP), responsible for a 73%
increase in attacks in Pakistan in 2023, operates
freely in Afghan border regions like Khost and
Paktika, exploiting the Taliban’s reluctance to curb
their activities (Pak Institute for Peace Studies, 2024).
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Similarly, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU)
and Tajikistan-based Jamaat Ansarullah have
regrouped in Badakhshan and Kunduz, launching
incursions into Central Asia. In January 2024, Tajik
security forces repelled an IMU-led assault on a
border post, seizing arms traced to Afghan stockpiles
(Eurasianet, 2024). Iran, meanwhile, faces escalating
threats from Baloch separatists and ISIS-K affiliates
in Sistan-Baluchestan, where cross-border smuggling
routes funnel weapons and fighters (Hassib, 2024).
The evolution of regional terrorist networks reflects
adaptive strategies to geopolitical shifts. The TTP’s
2023 merger with splinter groups like Jamaatul-
Ahrar has enhanced its operational reach, enabling
coordinated attacks on Pakistani military bases
(Pantucci, 2024). In Central Asia, the Kremlin’s
Wagner Group has allegedly collaborated with Tajik
militants to destabilize Uzbekistan, exploiting
Russia’s diverted focus on Ukraine (Katz, 2024).
China’s concerns over Uyghur militancy have
prompted security coordination with the Taliban,
including joint patrols in Wakhan Corridor, though
skepticism  persists  regarding the  Taliban’s
commitment to counterterrorism (Garafola, 2024).
Meanwhile, India and Pakistan’s rivalry continues to
fuel proxy warfare, with allegations of Indian
intelligence funding Baloch separatists via. Afghan
soil (Pant, 2024).

The Taliban’s complicity in narcotics trafficking
further finances regional terrorism. Opium
production, despite a nominal 2022 ban, reached
9,900 metric tons in 2023, with heroin revenues
funding ISIS-K and TTP operations (UNODC,
2024). The convergence of drug cartels and militants
along the “Golden Crescent” route—from Helmand
to Iran and Central Asia—has institutionalized
corruption, undermining governance in transit states.
For instance, Tajik officials intercepted 2.3 tons of
Afghan heroin in 2023, yet analysts estimate 85% of
shipments evade detection, enriching militant-
coordinated networks (Eurasian Narcotics Initiative,

2024).

Refugee Crisis and Humanitarian Challenges

The U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan in August
2021 and the Taliban’s return to power triggered one
of the largest and most rapid refugee displacements
in modern history, with over 3.5 million Afghans

fleeing the country by 2024, according to the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR,
2024). Migration patterns have been shaped by
proximity, ethnic ties, and preexisting diasporas, with
1.5 million Afghans crossing into Iran and 600,000
into Pakistan, while smaller numbers sought asylum
in Turkey (450,000), Europe (300,000), and Central
Asian states like Tajikistan (25,000) (UNHCR, 2024;
World Bank, 2024). Iran and Pakistan, already
hosting nearly 90% of Afghanistan’s pre-2021
refugee population, face severe economic strain.
Pakistan’s 2023 expulsion of 500,000 undocumented
Afghans—many of whom had lived there for
decades—exacerbated humanitarian suffering, with
reports of families stranded at border crossings
without food or shelter (Amnesty International,
2024). Iran, grappling with U.S. sanctions and
inflation, has restricted healthcare and education
access for Afghan refugees, pushing many into
informal labor markets where exploitation is
rampant (Eghtesad Online, 2024). Meanwhile,
Turkey and the European Union (EU) have
tichtened visa restrictions, leaving thousands of
Afghans in limbo. In 2023, EU nations rejected 65%
of  Afghan asylum applications, citing “internal
relocation alternatives” in Afghanistan—a contested
claim given the Taliban’s persecution of minorities
and former government affiliates (Eurostat, 2024;
Human Rights Watch, 2024).

The economic and social impacts on host countries
are profound. Pakistan’s already fragile economy,
reeling from 2023’s catastrophic floods, has struggled
to accommodate new arrivals, with refugee
settlements in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa exacerbating
water scarcity and unemployment (World Bank,
2024). In Iran, Afghan refugees constitute 4.7% of
the population, intensifying competition for jobs in
construction and agriculture, sectors already strained
by youth unemployment rates of 25% (Eghtesad
Online, 2024). Host communities in both countries
report rising social tensions, fueled by perceptions
that refugees drain public resources. In Turkey, anti-
refugee protests in 2023 targeted Afghan
neighborhoods in Istanbul, while Germany’s far-right
Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) party has
weaponized the crisis to push anti-migration policies
(DW, 2024; ICMPD, 2023). These dynamics are

compounded by the neartotal collapse of
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Afghanistan’s economy, where GDP per capita fell to
$350 in 2023—a 40% decline since 2020—leaving
97% of the population in poverty and reliant on
dwindling humanitarian aid (World Bank, 2024).
Public health emergencies have emerged as a critical
concern. Overcrowded refugee camps in Pakistan’s
Balochistan and Iran’s Sistan-Baluchestan provinces
lack adequate sanitation, triggering outbreaks of
cholera, measles, and polio. The World Health
Organization (WHO) reported 12,000 cholera cases
in Afghan refugee settlements in 2023, with
mortality rates three times higher than global
averages due to malnutrition and limited healthcare
access (WHO, 2024). Mental health crises are equally
dire: a 2023 survey by Médecins Sans Frontieres
(MSF) found that 78% of Afghan refugees in Iran
exhibited symptoms of depression or PTSD, linked
to trauma from Taliban rule and perilous migration
journeys (MSF, 2024). Inside Afghanistan, the
Taliban’s ban on female healthcare workers has
crippled maternal and child health services,
contributing to a 50% increase in maternal mortality
since 2021 (UNFPA, 2024). Meanwhile, only 12% of
Afghans are fully vaccinated against COVID-19,
raising risks of new variants spreading regionally
(WHO, 2023).

Integration challenges and intercommunity tensions
persist across host nations. In Pakistan, Afghan
refugees face systemic discrimination, including
arbitrary arrests under the 1946 Foreigners Act and
exclusion from national ID programs, limiting access
to banking and education (Human Rights Watch,
2024). Iran’s 2023 “Headscarf and Hijab Law” has
disproportionately targeted Afghan women, with
reports of morality police extorting bribes or
deporting those without proper documentation
(Amnesty International, 2024). In Turkey, Afghan
children constitute 40% of out-of-school refugees, as
language barriers and bureaucratic hurdles block
enrollment (UNICEF, 2024). Even in comparatively
welcoming states like Uganda, which hosts 2,000
Afghan evacuees, cultural clashes over gender norms
and employment rights have sparked local
resentment (IGAD, 2024). These frictions are
exacerbated by the international community’s
inconsistent funding: the UN’s 2024 $5.2 billion
humanitarian appeal for Afghanistan was only 28%
funded by mid-2024, forcing agencies to slash food

rations by 50% (OCHA, 2024). The Taliban’s
restrictions on female aid workers further hinder
distribution, leaving 15 million Afghans—including
3.2 million children under five—at risk of acute
malnutrition (UNICEF, 2024; Human Rights Watch,
2024).

Drug Trafficking and Organized Crime

The Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan has
revitalized the country’s opium  economy,
transforming it into a global epicenter of drug
trafficking and organized crime. Despite announcing
a ban on opium cultivation in April 2022, the
Taliban have tacitly permitted production to surge,
with Afghanistan’s opium output reaching 9,900
metric tons in 2023—a 45% increase from 2022—
accounting for 85% of the global heroin supply
(UNODC, 2024). This boom is fueled by the
collapse of Afghanistan’s formal economy, which
contracted by 34% between 2021 and 2023, pushing
rural communities to rely on opium as a primary
income source (World Bank, 2024). The Taliban levy
a 10-15% “ushr” tax on opium harvests, generating
an estimated $2.7 billion annually, which finances
their governance and security operations (Felbab-
Brown, 2024). However, the ban’s uneven
enforcement has triggered volatility in opium prices,
destabilizing local markets and incentivizing cartels
to stockpile inventories, further entrenching the
narcotics trade in Afghanistan’s political economy.
Trafficking routes through neighboring states have
expanded in sophistication, leveraging Afghanistan’s
porous borders. Iran remains the primary transit
corridor for heroin destined for Europe, with 60% of
Afghan opium smuggled through its eastern
provinces, where corrupt border guards and
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) factions
facilitate transport in exchange for bribes (Eurasian
Narcotics Initiative, 2024). Pakistan’s Balochistan
province serves as a hub for methamphetamine
production using Afghan ephedra, with shipments
reaching Southeast Asia and Africa via Karachi’s
ports (UNODC, 2023). Central Asian routes,
particularly through Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan
region, have seen a 30% increase in heroin seizures
since 2021, as traffickers exploit weak governance
and collusion between Tajik officials and organized

crime syndicates (CARICC, 2024). The Taliban’s
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direct involvement in trafficking is evident in their
partnerships with transnational networks, including
the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which provide
armed escorts for drug convoys crossing into
Pakistan and Tajikistan (UN Monitoring Team,
2023).

The symbiotic relationship between terrorism and
the drug trade has intensified regional security
threats. Up to 40% of ISIS-Khorasan’s (ISIS-K)
revenue is derived from heroin trafficking, enabling
the group to recruit foreign fighters and execute
high-profile attacks, such as the 2023 suicide
bombing at Kabul’s Serena Hotel (Clarke, 2024). Al-
Qaeda, though less visible, retains ties to Helmand-
based cartels, using drug proceeds to fund training
camps in eastern Afghanistan (UNSC, 2024). In
Pakistan, the TTP’s merger with Baloch separatist
groups in 2023 has created hybrid networks that
blend insurgency with narcotics smuggling,
complicating counterterrorism efforts (Pantucci,
2024). Similarly, the IMU'’s collaboration with Tajik
traffickers has enabled cross-border attacks, such as
the 2024 assault on a Tajik military outpost linked to
heroin shipments (Eurasianet, 2024). These alliances
are reinforced by corruption: in 2023, Afghan and
Tajik officials intercepted less than 15% of narcotics
flows, with seizures often resold on black markets
(CARICC, 2024).

Regional countermeasures have been hampered by
mistrust and resource limitations. Pakistan’s 2023
“Operation Azm-e-Istehkam” targeted drug labs in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa but achieved minimal impact
due to Talibansanctioned TTP safe havens in
Afghanistan (Pak Institute for Peace Studies, 2024).
Iran’s construction of a 700-km border wall and
deployment of Al-powered surveillance drones has
reduced trafficking in Sistan-Baluchestan by 25%, yet
systemic corruption in the IRGC undermines these
efforts (Ajorlou, 2024). Central Asian states, with
support from Russia’s Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO), conduct annual operations
like “Channel” to intercept narcotics, but
Kyrgyzstan’s and Tajikistan’s reliance on Russian
funding limits operational autonomy (Katz, 2024).
China has prioritized counter-narcotics through the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), funding
scanner installations at Afghanistan’s Wakhan

border, though Taliban reluctance to target Uyghur
traffickers strains cooperation (Garafola, 2024).
Internationally, the U.S.
counterterrorism strategy has disrupted some ISIS-K
drug networks via drone strikes, yet critics argue this
approach neglects root causes, such as poverty and
governance gaps (Roggio, 2024).

The convergence of narcotics and militancy has
created a selfsustaining cycle of instability.
Eradication efforts, including the UN’s $40 million
alternative-livelihood programs, remain underfunded
and disrupted by Taliban restrictions on female aid
workers (OCHA, 2024). Without coordinated
regional action to dismantle trafficking infrastructure
and address economic despair, Afghanistan’s
neighbors will continue grappling with the spillover
of addiction, crime, and terrorism.

“over-the-horizon”

Regional Power Dynamics

The U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan has
intensified competition among regional powers, each
seeking to secure strategic, economic, and security
interests in the vacuum left by Western
disengagement. China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) has positioned Afghanistan as a critical node
in its transcontinental infrastructure ambitions,
particularly through the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC). In 2023, Beijing finalized a $10
billion agreement with the Taliban to develop the
Mes Aynak copper mine and expand lithium
extraction in Ghazni, aiming to secure minerals vital
for its tech and renewable energy sectors (China
Global South Project, 2024). However, China’s
economic calculus is tempered by security concerns,
particularly the threat of ISIS-Khorasan (ISIS-K)
targeting Chinese nationals and infrastructure. To
mitigate risks, China has deepened counterterrorism
cooperation  with  Pakistan and  Tajikistan,
conducting joint drills in Wakhan Corridor and
funding border surveillance systems (Garafola, 2024).
Despite this, Beijing refrains from formally
recognizing the Taliban regime, balancing economic
opportunism with caution over international
legitimacy (Pantucci, 2023).

Russia, while historically wary of Taliban ideology,
has pragmatically engaged the group to safeguard its
influence in Central Asia—a region it considers its
“near abroad.” Moscow’s primary concern is the
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spillover of militancy into CSTO member states,
particularly Tajikistan, where ISIS-K and Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) incursions have
surged since 2021 (Katz, 2024). To counter this,
Russia has supplied the Taliban with small arms and
non-ethal aid via Tajik intermediaries, a strategy
aimed at stabilizing Afghanistan’s northern borders
while avoiding direct endorsement (CAREC, 2024).
Concurrently, Russia leverages the Taliban’s pariah
status to undermine Western influence, hosting
Taliban delegations in Moscow and advocating for
their inclusion in regional forums like the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO) (Laruelle, 2024).
However, the Ukraine war has strained Russia’s
capacity to project power in Central Asia, creating
openings for Chinese and Iranian inroads.

Iran’s engagement with Afghanistan is shaped by
sectarian priorities and resistance to Sunni
extremism. Tehran has cultivated ties with the
Taliban’s Hazara Shia minority, providing covert
support to the Fatemiyoun Brigade—a militia of
Afghan Shia fighters previously deployed in Syria
(Hassib, 2024). This strategy aims to counter ISIS-K,
which has targeted Shia mosques in Herat and Kabul,
while also curbing refugee flows into Iran’s eastern
provinces. Economically, Iran seeks to integrate
Afghanistan into its “Axis of Resistance” through
infrastructure projects like the KhafHerat railway,
which facilitates trade bypassing U.S. sanctions
(Eghtesad Online, 2024). However, tensions persist
over water rights to the Helmand River, with the
Taliban’s construction of the Kamal Khan Dam
exacerbating droughts in Iran’s Sistan-Baluchestan
region, sparking cross-border skirmishes in 2023
(Ajorlou, 2024).

Pakistan’s relationship with Afghanistan remains
fraught with contradictions. Islamabad’s decades-
long support for the Taliban as a strategic asset
against Indian influence has backfired post
withdrawal, as Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
militants entrenched in Afghan border regions
launched 543 attacks in Pakistan in 2023—a 73%
increase from 2022 (Pak Institute for Peace Studies,
2024). Pakistan’s military has responded with cross-
border airstrikes in Khost and Paktika, straining ties
with the Taliban, who accuse Islamabad of violating
sovereignty (Al Jazeera, 2024). Concurrently,
Pakistan seeks to leverage its role as a mediator

between the Taliban and the international
community, positioning itself as indispensable to
regional stability. The 2024 resumption of the
Quadrilateral Transit Trade Agreement (QTTA) with
Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, and China underscores
Pakistan’s efforts to revive CPEC amid economic
crisis (Dawn, 2024). Yet, Islamabad’s refusal to
recognize the Durand Line as the official border
continues to fuel territorial disputes, complicating
counterterrorism coordination.

The interplay of these regional dynamics has
fragmented multilateral responses. While the SCO’s
2023 summit pledged to establish a “contact group”
on Afghanistan, members remain divided: India
opposes  Pakistan’s  dominance in  Taliban
negotiations, while Central Asian states resist
Chinese and Russian hegemony (SCO Secretariat,
2023). This discord has enabled the Taliban to
practice “multi-alignment,” extracting concessions
from competing powers without committing to
reforms. For instance, the Taliban’s 2024 agreement
to protect Chinese investments in exchange for
infrastructure funding contrasts with their tacit
allowance of Uyghur militant activity to pressure
Beijing (Zenn, 2024). Similarly, Russia’s arms
transfers to the Taliban coexist with Iranian aid to
anti-Taliban militias, illustrating the region’s zero-
sum rivalries. As Afghanistan’s neighbors prioritize
narrow interests over collective security, the cycle of
instability persists, undermining prospects for lasting
peace.

Border Security Challenges

The withdrawal of U.S. forces and the Taliban’s
governance failures have exacerbated longstanding
border security challenges for Afghanistan’s
neighbors, amplifying risks of cross-border crime,
militant  infiltration, and regional instability.
Afghanistan shares over 5,500 km of porous borders
with Pakistan (Durand Line), Iran (921 km),
Turkmenistan (804 km), Uzbekistan (144 km),
Tajikistan (1,357 km), and China (76 km via the
Wakhan Corridor), with rugged terrain and limited
state control enabling illicit activities (UNODC,
2024). The Taliban’s lack of centralized authority,
particularly in northern provinces like Badakhshan
and Kunduz, has allowed militant groups such as

ISIS-Khorasan (ISIS-K) and the Islamic Movement of
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Uzbekistan (IMU) to establish safe havens, exploiting
unmanned mountain passes and river routes to
infiltrate neighboring states. In 2023 alone, Tajik
security forces reported 47 armed incursions from
Afghanistan, seizing 1.2 tons of heroin and
neutralizing 23 militants linked to ISIS-K (CARICC,
2024). Pakistan’s $500 million border fencing
project along the Durand Line, completed in 2023,
has reduced cross-border attacks by 30%, yet 15% of
the frontier remains contested due to Taliban
rejection of the border’s legitimacy (Dawn, 2024).
Iran, meanwhile, faces dual threats from drug
traffickers in  Sistan-Baluchestan and Baloch
separatists in Nimroz, prompting the deployment of
Al-powered surveillance drones and a 700-km
concrete wall-measures undermined by corrupt
border guards colluding with smuggling networks
(Ajorlou, 2024).

Militarization of border regions has escalated
regional tensions while vyielding mixed results.
Tajikistan, with Russian backing, has stationed
20,000 troops along its Afghan border and
conducted joint CSTO drills simulating ISIS-K
incursions (Katz, 2024). Uzbekistan, despite adopting
a conciliatory approach to the Taliban, has fortified
its Termez border crossing with biometric scanners
and drone patrols, intercepting 450 Afghan migrants

in 2023—many recruited by ISIS-K (Eurasianet, 2024).

China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has
expanded outposts in the Wakhan Corridor,
deploying motion sensors and satellite surveillance to
deter Uyghur militants from the Turkistan Islamic
Party (TIP), though rugged terrain limits coverage
(Garafola, 2024). Conversely, Pakistan’s reliance on
airstrikes against Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
hideouts in Khost has strained relations with the
Taliban, who view such operations as violations of
sovereignty (Al Jazeera, 2024). These militarized
responses often displace rather than resolve threats:
ISISK fighters evicted from Kunar by U.S. drone
strikes in 2023 simply relocated to Badghis,
exploiting weak Afghan border policing (Roggio,
2024).

Technological and infrastructure limitations further
cripple border security efforts. Less than 40% of
Afghanistan’s border crossings have functional
scanners or biometric systems, enabling document

forgery and human trafficking (World Bank, 2024).

Iran’s eastern borders lack cellular coverage,
hampering real-time coordination between border
guards, while Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan region
relies on Sovietera watchtowers vulnerable to
militant sabotage (CAREC, 2023). Corruption is
pervasive: Afghan border officials reportedly accept
bribes of 100-100-500 per truck to ignore narcotics
shipments, with 70% of Taliban customs revenue
derived from illicit trade (Felbab-Brown, 2024). Even
advanced systems face challenges; Pakistan’s
Integrated Border Management System (IBMS),
launched in 2022, has flagged only 12% of wanted
criminals due to outdated databases and Taliban
refusal to share biometric data (Pak Institute for

Peace Studies, 2024).

Economic Security Implications

The U.S. withdrawal and the Taliban’s takeover have
profoundly destabilized Afghanistan’s economy,
triggering ripple effects that threaten the economic
security of neighboring states. Trade between
Afghanistan and its neighbors, which once
5billionannually,
hasplummetedby605billionannually, hasplummetedby60
1.2 billion in lost exports (State Bank of Pakistan,
2024). Iran, reliant on Afghan agricultural imports,
faces food inflation of 45% as Taliban-imposed
tariffs on wheat and fuel disrupt supply chains
(Eghtesad Online, 2024). Meanwhile, Central Asian
states like Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, which depend
on Afghan transit routes for access to South Asian
markets, report $300 million in annual losses from
disrupted rail and road networks (CAREC, 2024).
These disruptions underscore the fragility of regional
economic interdependence, exacerbated by the
Taliban’s lack of recognition and exclusion from
global financial systems.

Investment climates in border regions have
deteriorated due to insecurity and corruption.
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which
pledged 62 billion for regional infrastructure has
stalled in Afghanistan, with only $1.6 billion Indo-
Iranian venture to bypass Pakistan, suffers from
Taliban interference, with Afghan customs officials
demanding bribes to clear Indian goods (MEA India,
2024). Even local entrepreneurs face extortion:
Afghan traders in Herat report paying 20-30% of

exceeded
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profits to Taliban-linked militias for “protection,”
stifling small businesses (UNODC, 2024).

Natural resource competition has intensified
regional tensions. The Taliban’s diversion of the
Helmand River via the Kamal Khan Dam, completed
in 2023, has reduced water flow to Iran’s Sistan-
Baluchestan by 40%, decimating agriculture and
sparking armed clashes along the border (Ajorlou,
2024). Central Asia, already water-stressed, faces
heightened disputes over transboundary rivers:
Tajikistan accuses the Taliban of hoarding water
from the Panj River, while Uzbekistan fears reduced
flow from the Amu Darya due to unregulated
Afghan irrigation (Eurasianet, 2024). Mineral-rich
regions like Badakhshan, home to untapped lithium
reserves, have become flashpoints, with Chinese
mining firms bribing Taliban commanders for
exclusive access, sidelining local communities and
fueling ethnic unrest (Global Witness, 2024).
Infrastructure projects are increasingly entangled
with security risks. The Taliban’s reliance on illicit
revenue to fund road and dam construction—70% of
which comes from opium taxes and mining
kickbacks—has institutionalized corruption, deterring
legitimate investors (Felbab-Brown, 2024). Pakistan's
$7 billion ML-1 railway upgrade, part of CPEC, faces
delays as TTP militants sabotage tracks in
Balochistan, demanding ransom for safe passage
(Dawn, 2024). Iran's Khaf-Herat railway, intended to
link Afghanistan to Europe, remains operational at
only 30%. $150 million solar power project in
Kandahar has stalled as Taliban officials demand
control over distribution networks, prioritizing
loyalist districts (World Bank, 2024).

The convergence of these challenges has fragmented
regional economic cooperation. The Shanghai
Cooperation Organization’s (SCO) 2023 plan for a
“unified trade zone” collapsed over disputes about
Taliban participation, while India’s boycott of
Pakistan-led transit agreements has left critical routes
like the Chabahar-Zahedan corridor underutilized
(SCO Secretariat, 2023). Without coordinated
efforts to address governance gaps and security
threats, Afghanistan’s neighbors risk prolonged
economic stagnation, with illicit networks filling the
void.

Regional Cooperation Mechanisms

The post-2021 security vacuum in Afghanistan has
spurred a mix of revitalized and faltering regional
cooperation initiatives, as neighboring states and
global powers grapple with overlapping security,
economic, and humanitarian crises. The Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO) has emerged as the
most active multilateral platform, with its 2023
summit endorsing a  “Contact Group on
Afghanistan” to coordinate counterterrorism and
infrastructure projects. China and Russia have
leveraged the SCO to advocate for limited Taliban
engagement, approving $50 million in 2024 for
border surveillance systems in Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan (SCO Secretariat, 2023). However, the
group remains divided: India boycotted the 2024
counterterrorism drills in Kazakhstan over Pakistan’s
inclusion, while Iran’s full SCO membership in
2023 has complicated consensus due to its rivalry
with Saudi Arabia and UAE (Katz, 2024). The Heart
of Asia-lIstanbul Process, once a Western-backed
forum involving 15 countries, has languished since
2021, with participation dropping by 60% as
European states redirect resources to Ukraine and
the Taliban’s exclusion paralyzes dialogue (HoA-IP
Secretariat, 2024).

Bilateral security agreements have partially filled this
void, albeit with fragmented outcomes. Pakistan and
China’s 2023  “Enhanced = Counterterrorism
Partnership” established joint patrols along the
Wakhan Corridor, leading to a 40% reduction in
cross-border attacks on Chinese nationals (Garafola,
2024). Iran and Tajikistan’s 2024 mutual defense
pact targets ISIS-K safe havens in northern
Afghanistan, with Tehran deploying drones to
monitor Tajikistan’s border in exchange for
discounted  energy supplies (Hassib, 2024).
Meanwhile, Russia and Uzbekistan’s bilateral
narcotics task force intercepted 2.1 tons of Afghan
heroin in 2023, though critics note this represents
less than 10% of total trafficking volumes (CARICC,
2024). The U.S. has pursued “minilateral” deals,
such as the 2024 Quad (U.S., India, UAE, Saudi
Arabia) agreement to fund alternative crops in
Afghanistan via third-party NGOs, circumventing
Taliban-controlled institutions (U.S. State
Department, 2024).

https://theprj.org

| Younas et al., 2025 |

Page 589


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3006-7030
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3006-7022

Policy Research Journal
ISSN (E): 3006-7030 ISSN (P) : 3006-7022

Volume 3, Issue 3, 2025

Persistent challenges undermine these mechanisms.
Mistrust among regional actors remains acute:
Pakistan accuses India of using Chabahar Port to
fund Baloch separatists, while Central Asian states
resent China’s resource extraction in Afghanistan
without local job creation (Pant, 2024). The
Taliban’s exclusion from formal diplomacy has
forced reliance on backchannel negotiations, as seen
in China’s 2023 oil extraction deal with Kabul,
which bypassed public tenders and sparked
corruption allegations (Global Witness, 2024).
Competing priorities also dilute focus; Russia’s
CSTO has diverted 70% of its Central Asian security
budget to the Ukraine conflict, while the EU’s $1
billion pledge for Afghan stabilization remains 80%

unfulfilled due to bureaucratic hurdles (ECFR, 2024).

Legal ambiguities further hinder progress—the lack of
a unified terrorism designation allows groups like the
TTP to exploit jurisdictional gaps, regrouping in
Afghanistan while attacking Pakistani targets (UN
Monitoring Team, 2024).

The absence of Afghan representation in regional
forums perpetuates policy disconnects. The SCQ’s
2024 plan to link Afghanistan’s energy grid to
Central Asia stalled over Taliban demands for
sovereign recognition, while the World Bank’s $300
million rail project connecting Herat to
Turkmenistan rtemains inactive due to sanctions
(World Bank, 2024). Humanitarian coordination is
equally fractured: Pakistan’s 2023 expulsion of
500,000 Afghan refugees contradicted UNHCR
appeals, highlighting the gap between multilateral
rhetoric  and  unilateral actions  (Amnesty
International, 2024). Waithout institutionalized
mechanisms to address Taliban governance failures
or integrate Afghanistan into regional trade
frameworks, cooperation efforts risk remaining
symbolic rather than substantive.

International Response and Engagement

The international community’s response to
Afghanistan’s post-2021 crisis has been marked by
competing priorities, fragmented aid efforts, and
strategic recalibrations, reflecting the complexities of
engaging with a Taliban-led regime unrecognized by
most states. The United Nations has played a central
but constrained role, with the UN Assistance

Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) coordinating

humanitarian aid for 23 million Afghans facing
acute food insecurity—a fivefold increase since 2021
(OCHA, 2024). However, the Taliban’s restrictions
on female aid workers, imposed in December 2022,
have crippled 30% of UN programs, particularly in
health and education, forcing agencies to suspend
operations in 12 provinces (UN Women, 2024). The
World Bank’s $1.4 billion Afghanistan Resilience
Trust Fund, established in 2022, has disbursed only
40% of its pledged funds due to donor hesitancy and
Taliban interference in project oversight (World
Bank, 2024). Meanwhile, the International Criminal
Court’s (ICC) 2023 investigation into Taliban
atrocities against Hazara and Tajik minorities has
been stymied by lack of access, highlighting the limits
of international accountability mechanisms (HRW,
2024).

Major powers have pursued divergent strategic
interests, often prioritizing geopolitics  over
stabilization. The United States, while maintaining
“over-the-horizon” counterterrorism operations via
drones based in Qatar, has reduced humanitarian aid
by 60% since 2021, redirecting funds to Ukraine and
Gaza (USIP, 2024). China has adopted a dual
approach: securing Taliban guarantees to protect
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) investments like the
Mes. Aynak copper mine, while expanding security
cooperation with Pakistan through joint patrols
along the Wakhan Corridor to deter Uyghur
militants (Garafola, 2024). Russia, leveraging its
CSTO alliance, has armed Tajik border forces with
advanced anti-drone systems and lobbied for Taliban
inclusion in regional forums to counter Western
influence (Katz, 2024). European nations, though
collectively pledging $2 billion in 2023, have
struggled to disburse funds amid bureaucratic
paralysis, with Germany freezing 25% of its aid over
Taliban human rights abuses (ECFR, 2024).

Aid and development assistance remain fraught with
contradictions. Humanitarian funding
reached 3.2billionin2023,yet453.2billionin2023,yet45
300 million “Afghanistan Urban Resilience
Program” has faltered as Taliban officials demand
control over infrastructure contracts, while the Asian
Development Bank’s (ADB) irrigation projects in
Helmand have exacerbated water disputes with Iran
(World Bank, 2024). Sanctions have inadvertently
crippled the banking sector, with Afghan banks
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processing only 15% of pre2021 transaction
volumes, delaying aid delivery by six months on
average (UNDP, 2024). NGOs like Médecins Sans
Frontiéres (MSF) report Taliban confiscation of 20%
of medical supplies in Kandahar, diverting resources
to loyalist strongholds (MSF, 2024).

Diplomatic initiatives reflect entrenched divisions.
The UN-ed Doha process, reconvened in 2024,
excluded Afghan civil society and women’s groups at
Taliban insistence, reducing talks to symbolic
gestures (UNAMA, 2024). Regional platforms like
the Moscow Format have gained traction, with
Russia, China, and Iran advocating for Taliban
recognition in exchange for counterterrorism
cooperation, but India and Central Asian states resist
legitimizing the regime (Pant, 2024). The
Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) has
mediated Taliban-Iran dialogues on water sharing,
yet these remain deadlocked over Helmand River
flows (Ajorlou, 2024). Bilaterally, Pakistan’s “quiet
diplomacy” secured Taliban commitments to curb
TTP activities, but cross-border attacks persist,
underscoring the group’s limited control (Dawn,
2024). The U.S.brokered “Quad Plus” initiative
(U.S., India, UAE, Saudi Arabia) aims to bypass
Taliban governance by channeling aid through local
NGOs, but risks fragmenting efforts (U.S. State
Department, 2024).

The international response’s inadequacy is starkest
in education: only 12% of Afghan girls attend
secondary school, with UNESCO estimating a $1
billion annual funding gap to restore basic services
(UNESCO, 2024). As donor fatigue grows,
Afghanistan’s neighbors bear the brunt—Pakistan
hosts 3.7 million Afghan refugees, straining its
economy, while Iran confronts a 50% rise in opium
addiction linked to smuggled Afghan heroin
(UNHCR, 2024; UNODC, 2024). Without cohesive,
condition-based engagement, the cycle of crisis will
deepen, leaving regional stability hostage to
fragmented global priorities.

Future Trajectory and Recommendations

The post-2021 security landscape in Afghanistan and
its neighborhood is poised on a precarious edge, with
divergent trajectories possible depending on regional
cooperation, Taliban governance reforms, and
international engagement. Three plausible scenarios

dominate analysis: (1) prolonged instability, marked
by escalating ISIS-K attacks, Taliban infighting, and
mass refugee outflows; (2) regional proxy conflict, as
powers like Pakistan, Iran, and India vie for
influence via militant proxies; or (3) conditional
stabilization, contingent on Taliban concessions to
international demands and multilateral economic
incentives (RAND Corporation, 2024). Current
trends lean toward the first scenario, with the World
Bank warning that Afghanistan’s GDP could
contract by another 10% in 2024, deepening
humanitarian despair and cross-border threats
(World Bank, 2024).

For neighboring countries, policy recalibration is
urgent. Pakistan must balance counterterrorism
strikes against TTP sanctuaries in Afghanistan with
backchannel diplomacy to pressure the Taliban,
potentially linking trade resumption to militant
containment (CRSS, 2024). Iran should formalize
water-sharing agreements with the Taliban to avert
further clashes over the Helmand River, leveraging
its influence over Hazara factions as a bargaining
chip (Ajorlou, 2024). Central Asian states,
particularly Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, ought to
expand intelligence-sharing via the CIS Anti
Terrorism Center and invest in Al-driven border
surveillance to curb drug and militant flows
(CARICC, 2024). China could incentivize Taliban
counterterrorism cooperation by piloting small-scale
BRI projects in Taliban-controlled mining regions,
conditioned on security guarantees for workers
(Garafola, 2024).

The international community must reconcile
humanitarian imperatives with accountability. The
UN Security Council should establish a “Regional
Stabilization Fund”—financed by a 0.5% levy on
G20 defense budgets—to bankroll border security,
refugee support, and alternative livelihood programs
in Afghanistan, disbursed through third-party NGOs
to bypass Taliban interference (ICG, 2024). The U.S.
and EU should adopt “smart sanctions” exempting
agriculture and renewable energy sectors, enabling
Afghan farmers to export saffron and solar
components via air corridors managed by Dubai-
based firms (UNDP, 2024). The OIC and SCO must
jointly pressure the Taliban to lift bans on female
education, tying aid to measurable progress, as seen
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in the 2023 UN-brokered deal permitting girls’
primary schooling in Balkh (UNAMA, 2024).
Opportunities for stability lie in targeted economic
integration and subregional dialogues. Reviving
the Afghanistan-Pakistan Transit Trade Agreement
(APTTA) with digital monitoring systems could
reduce smuggling while boosting formal trade by
$800 million annually (World Bank, 2024).
A “Helmand River Commission” involving
Afghanistan, Iran, and the UN could model the
Indus Waters Treaty, using satellite monitoring to
allocate water shares and mitigate droughts (MIT,
2024). Regional electricity grids, such as the CASA-
1000 project, should be prioritized to link Afghan
hydropower to Pakistani and Central Asian markets,
reducing reliance on coal and easing energy shortages
(ADB, 2024). Counterterrorism gains could emerge
from a SCO-led intelligence fusion cell in Dushanbe,
pooling resources from member states to disrupt
ISISK recruitment and financing networks (SCO
Secretariat, 2024).

The path forward demands pragmatic compromises.
The Taliban’s recognition remains contentious, but
conditional engagement through technical bodies
(e.g., allowing Afghan experts to join WHO meetings)
could foster incremental trust. Failure to act risks a
generational crisis: by 2030, 60% of Afghanistan’s
population will be under 25, with 12 million lacking
basic education—a demographic tinderbox for
radicalization (UNICEF, 2024). The window for
averting perpetual instability is narrowing, but
coordinated, creative  diplomacy backed by
enforceable benchmarks offers a fragile hope.

Conclusion

The U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan and the
Taliban’s resurgence have unleashed interconnected
security, humanitarian, and economic crises that
reverberate across South and Central Asia.
Neighboring states face escalating threats from
transnational terrorism, narcotics trafficking, and
cross-border instability, compounded by
Afghanistan’s economic collapse and governance
failures. Porous borders, refugee flows, and resource
disputes further strain regional stability, while
militant groups like ISIS-K and the TTP exploit
vacuums to entrench their operations.

Longterm implications are dire: Afghanistan risks
becoming a permanent hub for extremism and illicit
trade, undermining critical infrastructure projects
and inflaming interstate tensions. The Taliban’s
exclusionary policies, particularly toward women and
minorities, deepen humanitarian suffering and
threaten to radicalize a generation. Without
coordinated action, militarization, environmental
stress, and fragmented diplomacy could perpetuate
cycles of conflict.

The interplay of these challenges demands a shift
from unilateral securitization to pragmatic
multilateralism. Regional powers must prioritize
intelligence-sharing, economic incentives, and joint
counter-narcotics efforts, while the international
community accountability  with
engagement. Stability hinges on addressing root
causes—governance reform, inclusive development,
and cross-border cooperation—to avert a future
defined by perpetual crisis.

balances
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