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The massive job of rebuilding Afghan society must be supported by the international community and the new national government must use a "carrot and stick" approach in dealing with disparate factions, according to Ahmed Rashid, veteran Pakistani correspondent and author of Taliban. 

He spoke December 12 before 200 attendees at a luncheon meeting of the Council in the National Press Club. The program was hosted by Andrea Mitchell, chief foreign affairs correspondent at the NBC network. 

Rashid's theme was the future of Afghanistan and central Asia, and he stressed the need for strong measures in neighboring Pakistan to change the ingrained influence of the "madrassa" (Islamic schools) culture. 

Ms. Mitchell discussed the day's developments in Afghanistan, including conflicting reports about the whereabouts of Osama bin Laden, as well as the circumstances surrounding a videotape in which the leader reportedly celebrates the September 11 attack against the United States. She reviewed Rashid's extensive background and touched on an inhospitable reception he received at the hands of officials when he entered Dulles Airport. 

Rashid said his problems were nothing compared to those in Kabul after the Taliban. Reviewing the agreement by various Afghan factions reached in Bonn, Germany, he said several things happened there for the first time. A national government of politicians, not warriors, was formed. An important new trend was the emergence of a younger generation with no "blood on their hands" and a desire to bring the country into the family of nations. He said there had been a "very positive" power struggle within various groups and when it was over the older generation had been pushed into the background. The Bonn agreement set up certain major new routes of transition and institutions that will help legitimize the new government by including all factions and groups and setting up a method to air grievances and address human rights, with a new court system. 

He said an important new idea for Afghanistan has been the willingness of the new leaders to negotiate with other factions during fighting. Another "terribly important" fact is that the new leaders have political control over the military. A chaotic situation still exists in the south part of the country, and the new government must negotiate through this maze. They can use their authority in disbursing development money from the international community to gain control. The U.S. must take note of the situation where warlords are defying the central government and crush opponents. 

Rashid said the U.S. has seen the impact in the past of "failed states" where terrorists hold sway and must not walk away from Afghanistan, prompting European nations to do the same. 

Turning to American policy, Rashid decried the unilateralism pursued during the first nine months of the Bush Administration. He said the war against terrorism showed that the United States needs the world. 

Rashid warned that the U.S. may have crushed the Taliban foot soldiers, but that not a single cell of Al Quaeda has been broken except in Spain. 

"There is a lot of work to be done and international cooperation is needed," he said, adding that a political commitment is needed from the international community. He said to get the job done the Turks and the Pakistanis must "sit" on their factions, and "Americans have to sit on everyone." He said it is vital that the U.S. stays committed to stabilizing the Afghan government, and that reconstruction funds have to be a political tool "to reward the good guys and punish the bad guys." The rehabilitation of Afghan agriculture is vital, he said, to make the country self-sufficient in food again within one or two crop cycles. At the same time the "black agriculture" of opium cultivation has to be turned around. 

He stressed that the thousands of Afghans overseas need to be involved. Rashid said U.S. policy has to be pragmatic and rebuff any neighboring country that seeks to interfere. He said the new Afghan government is really worried about a lack of U.S. commitment and fears foreign destabilization. At the same time, he said Pakistan and the other neighboring countries have to be "plugged in" in building up Afghanistan. 

He said Pakistan President Musharraf made a watershed decision to back the war on terrorism and that he needs financial help to build up Pakistani society, with money for schools instead of military aid. In response to a question from Ms. Mitchell, he said the war has entered a new phase in Pakistan, where there are thousands of Taliban sympathizers and hundreds of Arabs. The Taliban has infiltrated every level of Pakistan society, he said, and Musharraf will have to clear out the leaders. He said the situation presents a moment of opportunity for Musharraf and that he must seize it to call for a new, free election bringing in civilians to the government, and to make a settlement with India over the disputed Kashmir region. He said India has missed an opportunity to offer something to the Kashmiris. 

Other questioners asked about the possibility of elections in Afghanistan. Rashid said there had been elections in limited areas of the country and that a constitution setting up a parliament had been provided in a prior constitution. 

"I see elections as very much part of the cause," he said, to bring about an regeneration of civil society and to curb the power of the warlords. He added that their heavy weapons have to be confiscated and that the government should "buy" small arms through food aid. 

Ms. Mitchell asked how the U.S. can remain engaged without generating resentment against Americans and avoid a collapse similar to that experienced in Haiti. Rashid said he was surprised by the lack of resentment against Americans in Afghanistan, where the populace is pragmatic. He said the Taliban culture will continue to pose a danger, however. 

In response to other questions, he said an international reconstruction force should be composed of officers and technicians rather than ground troops, with Afghans doing the reconstruction work to regain the countryside. He said the king has an important symbolic role in the future of the nation. He said no segment of the population has suffered more than women in the past few years and that he is hopeful that in six months women will play a huge role in rebuilding Afghan society. 

Finally, he said that after September 11 the whole Muslim world should debate where the concept of jihad (holy war) "has taken us." 

"A real reassessment must be made by the Muslim world," he concluded.

