Key Grievances and Suggested Solutions in the Literature
State-building

A key grievance frequently mentioned by international analysts is that the Taliban was excluded from the Bonn Conference and the following state-building process. The Northern Alliance, on the other hand, took a large share of ministries and leadership positions at the national, provincial and district level and with the Afghan police and armed forces. “The return to power of persons widely despised and dreaded by most Afghans for the atrocities and sleaze that had characterized their rule during the mid-1990s ensured that from the beginning bad governance and corruption became the norm” (Francesc Vendrell, “What Went Wrong after Bonn,” in Afghanistan, 1979-2009: In the Grip of Conflict, Washington: Middle East Institute, 2009).

The state system is very centralized, with a lot of power vested in the President and the executive. A less centralized system could bring government closer to the widely dispersed population. An electoral system based on proportional representation, rather than first-past-the-post, would constitute a better venue for ethnic and regional representation.

Many studies emphasize the negative effects of government corruption on stability and conflict. Corruption adds to the wide-spread sense of injustice, poor governance, and distrust in government institutions and representatives. It reduces the effectiveness of government programs and diverts much needed resources.

In addition, the Afghan government lacks the ability to provide state services, because it is corrupt, unstructured and unable to permeate throughout society.

Justice Reform
The failure to prioritize rule of law reform during the early stages of the Afghanistan mission has contributed directly to the failure of subsequent peacebuilding endeavours. Rule of law denotes both formal and informal legal mechanisms, including laws, legal processes, the security sector and prison systems, and valued-based components such as the value of, adherence to, and respect for law within a society. Rule of law reform thus entails justice reform, disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration processes, security sector reform, and civil administration reform. According to the Human Development Report 2007, justice reform should cover four major dimensions of justice, legal, transitional, distributive and restorative justice, and should incorporate the traditional methods of justice into formal justice mechanisms. The Afghan government has developed a National Justice Sector Strategy and National Justice Programme, with World Bank assistance (UNSG 2008).
Corruption

Opium Cultivation and Trade

The opium trade fuels conflict in several ways: it contributes to financing the insurgency and other armed groups, thereby giving these groups a stake in maintaining a state of volatility, impunity and lawlessness; it creates violent conflict among drug traffickers; it fuels high-level corruption, thus contributing to weak governance and public distrust in the government; and governmental and international measures aimed at eradication create further grievances, perceptions of injustice when only some cultivators are targeted, and economic incentives to join the insurgency for pay when livelihoods (albeit illicit ones) are destroyed. The Government of Afghanistan has developed a National Drug Control Strategy, which includes a strong focus on alternative livelihoods.
Democratization

There are a large number of political parties in Afghanistan, including those of Islamic, ethno-nationalist and formerly communist, now more social-democratic, orientations. However, they are weak, divided internally, have very limited resources, and have no national agenda or comprehensive electoral platforms. With Afghanistan’s electoral system, candidates do not need the backing of a party, they just need a majority of the local vote, which can be a small majority (e.g. 5%) where many candidates are running. Current members of the government and local strongmen have more significant resources than the political parties, and are hence more able to run successful campaigns.

The Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) has conducted survey research on Afghan perspectives on democracy.  An Afghan definition of democracy involves four aspects: the distinction between Western and Islamic democracy (Western democracy being associated with free social mores, while Islamic democracy would retain restrictions on individual behaviour), democracy as a freedom, democracy being associated with rule of law, and democracy as associated with poverty reduction and economic and social development. Differences that were highlighted between Western and Islamic democracies include: attitudes toward freedom for women, same-sex marriage and other similar social issues. Though there was consensus amongst respondents that democracy was strongly tied to freedoms, these freedoms, many argued, must operate within the confines of Islamic laws and customs. Finally, respondents expressed that they believed democracy to be impossible without first establishing rule of law and abolishing widespread poverty. Respondents described actual Afghan democracy as being fraudulent, illegitimate, corrupt and ineffective, both in terms of the democratic processes and institutions. 
However, with respect to the 2009 election, AREU found that voters found electoral outcomes more important than following the right processes and that good performance by President Karzai and his government would gain him legitimacy despite the fraudulent election process. In addition, they found that tolerating the fraudulent election had harmed the legitimacy of the international community more than the Afghan government. Election processes can be improved by making the Independent Electoral Commission and the Electoral Complaints Commission more independent, investigating accusations of fraud and corruption, and more international logistical and technical support and diplomatic pressure.
This perception was shared in research by the Afghanistan Rights Monitor (ARM), which argues that because of their wealth and influence, warlords are able to shape Afghanistan's political affairs. In 2009, President Karzai chose two warlords as his election mates. Now,  ARM argues, the fallacy that elections cannot be won without the support of warlords has become a stark reality within Afghanistan. Consequently, the entire democratic process is being undermined, causing Afghan people to lose faith in the feasibility of a healthy democracy within their country. ARM has a four-prong solution for addressing the issue: First, ARM calls on the Independent Election Commission to enact a law banning ethnic, religious and linguistic backings for candidates, investigate suspicious activity and therefore revive public trust in the importance of democracy. Second, ARM calls on the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan to intervene, as necessary, to safeguard the principles of democratic elections and human rights. Third, ARM calls on the donor community to emphasize the importance of human rights and tackle violations. Finally, ARM calls on all presidential candidates to avoid unlawful and undemocratic trade-offs with warlords. 

Economic Development and Aid
Although high unemployment is often cited as a reason for young men to join the insurgency, at least on a temporary basis, and interviews often cite poverty (and corruption) as major drivers of conflict, some analysts argue that there is little evidence for the claim that poverty or a lack of reconstruction/development is fuelling the insurgency. More reconstruction projects are hence unlikely to stop the insurgency; to the contrary, a push for rapid development tends to destabilize Afghanistan and create conflict in the deeply conservative countryside. 
Although Afghanistan is the recipient of tremendous amounts of aid, the aid has thus far been ineffective, as it is uncoordinated and lacks a coherent agenda. Afghan perceptions of aid and aid actors are overwhelmingly negative, based on exagerated expectations, the complaint that nothing has been done, poor quality of workmanship, inappropriate projects, the favouring of more unstable regions, the potential of consolidating the power of one faction at the expense of others, and the perception of massive corruption. “Development resources should be spent to promote development objectives. History suggests aid projects are not very effective at winning wars in Afghanistan.” (Andrew Wilder, “Losing Hearts and Minds in Afghanistan,” in Afghanistan, 1979-2009: In the Grip of Conflict, Washington: Middle East Institute, 2009, pp. 143-146) 
Further, the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC), “Report on the Situation of Economic and Social Rights in Afghanistan – IV” cited that the high percentage of aid through NGOs and contractors undermines government legitimacy.  This is especially troubling given the already poor government capacity resulting with many ministries unable to spend even half their development budgets. 

International Intervention
The international military intervention has created additional grievances due to civilian casualties, particularly from aerial bombing, and searches of civilian residences and mosques, sometimes conducted in a disrespectful way and contravening local customs. Sometimes ISAF forces unwittingly become involved in feuds between commanders, tribes or families when local informers accuse other locals of belonging to al Qaeda or the Taliban, leading ISAF forces to search their houses and arrest or kill people based on misleading evidence. These incidents then breed further resentment against ISAF.
At the same time, the decision to keep a light footprint rather than invest in an internationally-led state-building process similar to those in Cambodia, East Timor or Bosnia prevented the international community from reducing the hold of the warlords and building up state institutions. 

According to the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR), 90% of the government’s public expenditure is from international assistance. Yet, many donors have not fulfilled their aid pledges for 2002-2011. In addition, the funding that Afghanistan receives has been driven by donor priorites and prescriptions rather than being responsive to Afghan needs and preferences. 

Some analysts argue the intervention should be placed under UN authority for greater legitimacy and better coordination. The Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR) points out the need for better communication and coordination of NGOs with the Afghan government to inform them about their work. NGOs also need to make a long-term commitment when working in Afghanistan.
Analyst Prem Shankar Jha believes that the "strongest card" the US and NATO have left is the promise that they will cease hostilities as soon as all Afghan factions agree to hold a peace conference, and withdraw immediately upon the establishment of a new government. He further argues for the necessity of a "neighbours' initiative", incorporating Iran, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, India and Turkey. The idea of a "neighbours' initiative" has not been seriously considered before because the West has been reluctant to engage Iran.

Role of Neighbouring Countries
Pakistani and Iranian interference are often cited as fuelling the conflict in Afghanistan, especially the fact that insurgent leaders enjoy sanctuary and likely some degree of financial and logistical support from elements of the security and/or intelligence forces in Pakistan.
Afghanistan is part of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (Central Asia, China and Russia), which is concerned about the drug trade and US presence in the region, and of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), which is dominated by the Pakistan-India conflict.

While dialogues oriented directly towards security and peacebuilding, like the Afghanistan-Pakistan jirga, have had limited impact, several more concrete dialogues in functional areas have led to agreements. These include the trans-Afghan pipeline agreement between Afghanistan, India, Pakistan and Turkmenistan; the Iran-Afghanistan Memorandum of Understanding on bilateral trade and the construction of a teacher-training centre in Kabul; the Afghan-Pakistan agreement on refugee repatriation; and the Afghan-Iran-Pakistan agreement on counter-narcotics cooperation (UNSG 2008).

Human Rights Abuses

30 years of wars have left many bad memories and grievances related to atrocities committed by all sides. These continue to fuel violence, particularly in a culture that emphasizes the right and duty to either take revenge or officially reconcile with wrong-doers to restore the honour and dignity of the victim and their extended family. The 2005 AIHRC consultation (“A Call for Justice”) showed wide-spread demands to address the crimes of the past,  bring war criminals to justice, and acknowledge and compensate victims. It concluded that most people in Afghanistan (up to 70%) consider themselves direct victims of serious human rights violations that occurred during the conflict and believe that crimes have been perpetrated continuously for 23 years, continue today, and have been rewarded with positions of power. 

President Karzai responded to the report by setting up a task force, which drafted the Action Plan for Peace, Reconciliation, and Justice in Afghanistan. The Afghan cabinet endorsed the action plan in December 2005 but it was not launched until December 2006. The action plan encompasses five measures: (1) according dignity to victims, including through commemoration and the building of memorials; (2) vetting human rights abusers from positions of power and encouraging institutional reform; (3) truth-seeking; (4) reconciliation; and (5) establishing a task force to recommend an additional accountability mechanism. However, in early 2007 the Afghan Parliament passed a resolution that aimed to grant amnesty to all those involved in the conflicts over the past 25 years. In the August 2009 elections, President Hamid Karzai chose commanders with known records of human rights violations as his running mates. Implementation of the action plan might remove grievances held by many insurgents and create a foundation of trust in government institutions.
Peacebuilding Strategy
Some analysts criticize the failure of the Afghan government and of the US and other international governments to develop a comprehensive regional strategy and a strategy for a comprehensive peace process citing that support for peacebuilding programming has never reached a critical mass for it to be scaled up to the provincial or national levels (CPAU, Trocaire. Others argue that a comprehensive peace process involving negotiations with the top insurgent leadership is a long way off, but that there should be a coherent program to offer a credible option of defection to mid-level leaders and foot soldiers. Afghan governments need a multilayered strategy for national reconciliation to unify its voice. This strategy should include security sector reform to reduce the dominance of Northern Alliance members in the security organs, otherwise opponents cannot trust these institutions. The strategy must also include a natural resources policy to ensure sustainable use of natural resources, an agricultural development policy, prevention or resolution of ownership disputes and some form of a national employment strategy.
Demobilization and Reintegration
Other grievances reported from mid-level insurgent leaders are related to the absence of a credible demobilization and reintegration process. “The story of almost every front in the insurgency starts with a commander who had tried to reintegrate peacefully but was driven underground” (Astri Suhrke et al, Jan. 2009).
The National Commission for Peace and Reconciliation (PTS) was set up to get Taliban fighters to ‘reconcile’, give up violence and re-enter civilian life. It was also meant to gather intelligence. It was taken up only by a few lower-level Taliban because it did not offer much beyond a small stipend. It provided neither effective security guarantees nor reintegration assistance to the demobilized.

Dialogue with Insurgents
Talks with the top leadership of the insurgents will inevitably be required to achieve an end to the armed conflict. However, to date top leaders have maintained they will only negotiate with international representatives, not President Karzai’s government, and only after international troops are pulled out from Afghan soil. International governments have maintained that negotiations have to be led by the Afghn government, and the Afghan government has formulated parametres for negotiations as being the renunciation of violence, acceptance of the Afghan Constitution, and territorial integrity of the Afghan state. Some international analysts disagree with these preconditions because they consider that the nature of the Constitution is problematic (first-past-the-post electoral system, a weak parliament with a strong president, very centralized, etc.) or that the Afghan state as unviable with its divided topography and ethnicity and its history as a – financially dependent - buffer between Russia and the UK and later Cold War battle ground between Russia and the US.

So far, some Government of Afghanistan (GoA) representatives have held ‘non-talks’ with some insurgent leaders in Saudi Arabia, possibly with British facilitation, but apparently without results. The GoA has been asking people to give up fighting and integrate into the post-2001 order, which is qualitatively different from power-sharing in a balanced way. Integration to participate in elections (‘ballots-for-bullets’) is not as attractive in Afghanistan as it has been in other countries because the Afghan elected institutions do not hold much power. The international community and the executive hold power over the military and finances. Sub-national power-holders like governors are appointed by the central government. 

At an intermediate level, various confidence building activities and peace jirgas have taken place, including the Pakistan/Afghanistan jirga, a national peace jirga called by female Member of Parliament Sharifa Wardak in 2007, the Zurmati jirga (with 5,000 members in Pashtun areas), and regional jirgas of organized by The Liaison Office (TLO) to build relations with government and NATO stakeholders (including two jirgas in Paktia in 2006 and two in Kabul in 2007 with delegates from 6 eastern provinces, who met with Karzai but not with NATO/US forces). These jirga initiatives have been ad hoc and very limited in their reach.
More targeted towards individuals and groups actively involved in armed confrontations, initiatives have been taken for the co-optation and integration of mid-level commanders. EU Special Representative Michael Semple found Taliban consists of many networks and groups with different motivations, some who want peace, some who want to switch sides because of disputes among insurgents, and some who might be convinced by a good offer with credible security and reintegration options. However, since Semple’s expulsion for allegedly exceeding his mandate, the international governments and UNAMA have stressed that the Afghan government must be in the lead on this – and deplored the absence of a government strategy and mechanism to coordinate approaches.

The government has reached out towards opponentsat the local level through the Independent Directorate of Local Governance (IDLG). The IDLG has established Social Outreach Councils (SOC) to mediate between communities and the central government; work with the governor on development, security and governance; and identify recruits for local militias. SOCs have been set up in Wardak and Helmand in each district, reporting to a provincial IDLG office, which reports to the national IDLG office in Kabul. Members are selected by the local government administration with input from the community, including empowering local maliks. These structures have been criticized because representation of different community groups is not ensured and, in some cases, they are a duplicate structure to traditional councils and may undermine community-led structures. 

Local conflicts
Extensive research has been done into local conflicts and approaches to mediate them. The main conflict issues at the local level are land and water, as these resources are key to rural livelihoods. This includes disputes over the ownership of land, boundaries, and the use of common property resources (water, forests, pasture). These disputes often involve returning refugees or internally displace people and, in some regions, the nomadic Kuchi people. They can be intractable because of the lack of land registries and documentation. Other sources of conflict are credit and other financial issues (more prominent in or near urban areas, where alternative economic activities are more prevalent), and family disputes, often related to marriages (inc. bride price and domestic violence). Blood feuds resulting from a murder are much less frequent but can be particularly intractable. 
Conflicts related to power struggles between commanders or struggles over drug trafficking routes are not mentioned frequently as they are less likely to be resolved by community councils or peacebuilding NGOs, but are a source of conflict nevertheless and have a particularly high potential to feed into and be fed by the national level conflict between the government and the insurgency. The Human Development Report 2007, for example, points out that the farming of poppies and opium trade is a volatile market marred with violence, and Astri Suhrke points out that “support for the insurgency often reflects dissatisfaction among tribal groups that have been marginalized or dispossessed in local power struggles” (Astri Suhrke et al, Jan. 2009).
Local or community based conflict resolution in Afghanistan consist namely of Shuras or Jiras which are made up of elders from the affected community. One of the strengths of these local-level initiatives for peaceful coexistence and conflict resolution is that they are able to build on traditional structures for consensus-seeking to prevent local conflicts from becoming violent and linked up with national ones. Another is that due to their prevalence among Afghan communities (shuras and jiras currently solve 60-80% of local conflicts) they have a high level of legitimacy and as such have been identified as being a "a key way of maintaining peace and social cohesion within a community" (Deborah J. Smith and Jay Lamey, Dec, 2009). 
Some NGOs design development projects to reduce conflict, benefit all local groups equally, and bring groups together (Do-no-harm) or to directly engage in local peacebuilding by setting up and/or training conflict mediating councils. They also engage in peace education, research and advocacy for reconciliation. Examples include the Afghan Civil Society Forum (ACSF), CPAU, Mediothek/ ASSONP, Sanayee Development Organisation (SDO), and Training Human Rights Association for Afghan Women (THRA).

Some donors are skeptical of bottom-up peacebuilding because it does not show immediate and concrete results. 
While there is a lot of data showing that these bodies are trusted and strongly endorsed by the Afghan community as an effective method of reconciliation, there is still debate on the subject of how inclusive these local bodies are, especially concerning women. Perhaps more importantly, there are still questions being raised as to if the different legal principles that these informal tribunals follow should in fact be upheld.  There is also the argument that Customary law requires social cohesion, which has been broken by war and displacement in many places, making communities more susceptible to gunlords: “Where customary law fails entirely is where it was never meant to go: solving disputes among people who do not see themselves as part of a common community… Customary law has little impact on powerful militia commanders who can afford to ignore community sentiments and act as they wish.” (USIP, “The Clash of Two Goods: State and Non-State Dispute Resolution in Afghanistan”). 

Additionally, despite the prevalence of such local conflict resolution bodies, and although the Ministry of Justice has praised them and recommended stronger linkages between state system and customary system, the Afghan Constitution makes no mention of Customary law. The absence of Customary law from the Afghan Constitution could become problematic due to the fact that the central government is trying to extend rule of law and its power which could conflict with the existing informal system. Currently, there is agreement in the literature that any extension of the formal legal system in Afghanistan must be done in harmony with the existing informal legal system.

Social Factors
Three decades of war has left Afghanistan in shambles. Its institutions are weak and its citizenry have few options to prosper. Most of the population has never experienced peace. Living in war time, Afghans have been subjected to violence, displaced, been detained or tortured and have been largely unemployed. 
For centuries, attempts to reform Afghan society have been met with armed rebellion and uprisings. Typically, rebellions arise as a response to a perceived threat encroaching on Islamic values.  
In this context of prolonged conflict, the government has had little success in providing security and social services to its peoples. As such, religious actors have in many instances, become authority figures in their region. Over time, the scope of their influence has intensified. Given the tremendous influence religious leaders have in Afghanistan, it is necessary for government to harness this power to form a more inclusive and representative government. Currently religious leaders feel that they are being excluded from any relevant political discourse and in the event that they are invited to participate, they often feel that they are only being used to legitimize the government's policies and that they are cut off from any real influence. This further alienation from the government could lead to the religious leaders choosing to support the Taliban. 

However, religion is only one of several reasons why Afghan men join armed groups. The combination of the widely held belief that the government is corrupt, the perceived failure of the state to provide security and justice, combined with the underemployment of young men has led to young men viewing joining armed militant groups such as the Taliban as a favourable option. Therefore, if more of these underlying factors were addressed, then perhaps Afghan men would be less inclined to join such groups.  It is for this reason that much of the literature identifies that the most comprehensive solution to the majority of these social ills would be to strengthen government capacity. 
