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I. Introduction
     [1] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Department of State’s Office of Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review and Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies, if appropriate.b Adjudicators may also wish to review the applicable chapter of the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices and other publicly available material on conditions in this country. c
II. Overview and Recent Developments
     [2] The situation in Afghanistan changed dramatically on April 16, 1992 when a coalition of resistance forces, the mujaheddin, entered Kabul and deposed the Soviet-supported President Najibullah.a The fall of Najibukkah brought a temporary end to the civil war in Afghanistan, which had raged since the late 1970’s.b According to an agreement reached between the resistance groups, Sebghatullah Mujaddadi assumed the presidency for two months after April 1992 and oversaw the formation of a coalition government representing the difference factions.c Mujaddidi then handed over the presidency to President Rabbani who was expected to prepare the way for the holding of loya jirga (grand assembly) by the end of 1992 to determine a new national constitution for Afghanistan.d However, one of the resistance groups, the Hezb-I-Islami under Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, broke with the coalition government within a few months and its forces based south of Kabul began shelling the city.e Rabbani in turn convened a loya jirga dominated by his won supporters that extended his tenure as president for an indefinite period.f Despite a Pakistani-brokered deal in mid-1993 to revive a power sharing arrangement between the factions, general Abdurrashid Dostam, leader of an Uzbek militia, abandoned his previous alliance with Rabbani and joined forces with Hekmatyar to launch a fill scale assault on Kabul. g
     [3] The intensification of the civil war from early 1994 to the present date has cost thousands of Afghans their lives, wounded tens of thousands, and caused frequent food shortages, particularly in Kabul, as a result of the refusal of the rival armed factions to permit the free flow of donated foodstuffs.a According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees more than 2.4 million Afghans live outside the country as refugees.b Half a dozen or more peace proposals have been put forward by Afghan groups, interested foreign governments and the United Nations in unsuccessful attempts to bring about reconciliation among the contending groups and an end to the fighting. c
     [4] A significant development began to take shape in late 1994 with the appearance on the scene of the Taliban militia, an ultra-conservative Islamic movement with rigid views on the proper code of conduct for Afghans, harsh dress codes, sharp restrictions on women, and a devotion to summary justice – including amputations in some cases, for those convicted of common crimes.a The Taliban has its roots in Islamic schools in Pakistan, which many young Afghan males attended after their families fled the fighting in Afghanistan.b The word Taliban is the plural of the Pashtun word `Talib,’ which means a religious student. As the Taliban militia brought increasingly larger swaths of territory under its control the movement began to garner considerable popular support, essentially for two reasons – its message of `law and order’ in a country plagued for decades with political instability and attendant ills, and a promise to bring an end to the fighting.c Many Afghans also welcome the Taliban promise to curb the powers of mujahaddin commanders, some of whom had become used to behaving in arbitrary and abusive ways towards ordinary citizens in areas under their control. d
     [5] Following the defection of a number of senior anti-Taliban commanders Kabul fell under Taliban control in September 1996.a The former government of President Rabani fled to the north where anti-Taliban forces control four or five provinces. Rabbani’s chief commander, Ahmed Shah Masood, is based in parts of Perwan and Kapisa provinces (notably the Panshir valley).b Another northern faction, under the Shi’a party Hezb-I-Wahdat, controls the central province of Bamiyan.c Fighting by mid-September 1997 was taking place in 10 provinces. By mid-1997 Masood’s forces had advanced to within 25 kilometers of Kabul, where they remain. d
     [6] Meanwhile, general Dostam’s Uzbek forces continue to dominate the northwest from their base in Mazar-I-Sharif. However, in mid-1997 Dostam’s forces split and a local rival, General Malik, seized contol of Mazar-I-Sharif, forcing Dostam to flee the country.a Dostam subsequently went into exile in Turkey. Malik initially formed an alliance with the Taliban and invited its forces to enter the city.b Efforts by the mainly Pushtun militia to disarm the factions and impose its own authority prompted both Malik and local Shi’a fighters to turn against the Taliban and drive its forces out of Mazar-I-Sharif, with great loss of life.c In the months since the Taliban were forced to retreat Dostam has returned from exile and successfully challenged Malik for control of most of the Uzbek militia.d Malik himself is believed to have gove into exile. Dostam’s forces remained in a losse alliance with other anti-Taliban groups which have given themselves the formal name of `Northern Alliance,’ but are commonly known as `the northern coalition.’e Although the northern coalition is riven by a number of divisions, it remains united in its determination to hold off the Taliban.f Whenever the Taliban assault on the north diminishes, the anti-Taliban coalition members begin to lose sight of their common agenda and to focus on what divides them.g When the Taliban attacks heat up, the coalition tends to close ranks to meet the common threat.h By the end of March 1998 a military stalemate prevailed between the Taliban and the anti-Taliban forces. i
     [7] A final settlement of the Afghan civil war is more likely to come from political shifts than from military conquests.a The Taliban leadership in recent months has expressed a willingness to discuss a future multi-ethnic government while at the same time bristling at any proposal aimed at a `broad based’ government that would include people whom the Taleban see, as one credible observer put it, as `war criminals, communist stooges, or godless traitors.’b The insistence by many of the various parties on pre-conditions has acted as an obstacle to achieving such goals as prisoner exchanges and the demilitarization of Kabul.c U.N. peacemaking activities in Afghanistan under the auspices of representatives of the U.N. Secretary General have been ongoing in the country for many years. d
     [8] It is not possible at this point to predict what kind of government will emerge at the provincial and national levels once the fighting has stopped and the Taliban consolidate their control, or alternatively, if a multi-ethnic coalition of some sort emerges in which the Taliban share power.a Given the strong Islamic fundamentalist component in Taleban thinking – an attitude that is shared by some other major players on the political scene – some form of government based on Islamic law appears likely. b
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions
       A. Claims Based on Race or Ethnicity
     [9] The major ethnic group in Afghanistan are Pshtuns (38%), Tajik (25%), Uzbek (6%), Hazara (19%), and minor ethnic groups (Chabar Aimaks, Turkmen, Baloch, Ismailis, and others).a A small number of claims are based exclusively or primarily on ethnicity.b The fighting now underway between the Taliban and the anti-Taliban resistance, called the northern coalition, is being driven by militia commanders who seek dominant power in the post-Najobullah era.c While the various militia factions are ethnically based, i.e., Pushtun in the case of the Taliban and Uzbek, Tajik and Hazara Shi’ite in the case of the northern coalition, the fighting is primarily due to the effort by each side to acquire political power at the expense of the other side.d For the Taliban this means increasing their present control of about two-thirds of the country to total control.e For the anti-Taliban resistance it means containing the Taliban within the territory it now holds and eventually to force the Taliban to relinquish much of its power, particularly its control of Kabul. f
     [10] Ethnic tensions have existed in Afghanistan for several decades but the fighting is not primarily about ethnic hatreds.a Nonetheless, there has been a rise in ethnic consciousness and even ethnic stratification in the last few years.b This development has contributed to a rise in anti-Taliban attitudes and covert resistance to Taliban control in some areas populated by non-Pushtun groups.c Foreign intervention also has warped the traditional kaleidoscope of personal, ethnic, tribal, and clan antagonisms that have characterized Afghan society for most of this century.d In its drive to consolidate its control of he areas it occupies, a drive that has been stalemated at present, there have not been any reports of any systematic effort by the Taliban to single out any particular group or minority for disproportionate mistreatment.e However, Shi’a groups perceive themselves to be at greater risk of persecution by the hard-line Sunni Taliban.f Meaningful overt resistance, even when nonviolent, by persons in Taliban-controlled territory, whether Pushtun or non-Pushtun, has been met with harsh punishment for the resisters by Taliban militia forces. g
     [11] Some claims are based on assertions of past mistreatment at the hands of Hezb-I-Islami militia forces, particularly in the period of the late 1980’s to the early 1990’s.a The Hezb was one of several major mujahaddin militias arrayed against the Najibullah forces prior to the latter’s fall in April 1992.b Its political-religious program was a radical Islamist nature, which alienated many moderate Afghans.c The Hezb had a well deserved reputation for sending threat letters to its political opponents and even committing assassinations in Afghanistan and Pakistan.d Since the arrival of the Taliban on the scene, however, the Hezb has become marginalized militarily and politically and it no longer arouses the fears in the minds of ordinary Afghans that it once did.e Its long-time leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, lived in Iran for some years but is now believed to have returned to Afghanistan and allied himself with the northern coalition.f Some Hezb commanders have reportedly gove over to the Taliban side.g Apart from the weight to be given to credible amounts of past fears and mistreatment by Hezb partisans, a claim based on a fear of future persecution by the Hezb would, we believe, be difficult to establish. h
     B. Claims Based on Religion
         1. Sikhs and Hindus       

     [12] Prior to the fall of Kabul to mujahaddin forces in April 1992 there were about 50,000 Sikhs and Hindus who had long been resident in Kabul.a By and large they were well integrated into Afghan society.b Many Sikhs and Hindus were prosperous merchants. Sikh and Hindu temples existed and Afghan governments imposed no restrictions on them.c Shortly after the mujaddin entered Kabul there occurred widespread looting of some places of business, including shops owned by Sikhs and Hindus.d Some of the marauding mujahaddin probably were motivated by religious zeal, believing that the property of `unbelievers’ was rightfully theirs for the taking.e The then interim government, made up of various mujahaddin factions, issued an appeal for religious toleration and the looting gradually came to an end.f However, by the end of 1992 and early 1993, renewed fighting broke out among the contending militias and Kabul’s Hindu and Sikh communities joined the thousands of Afghan Muslims who fled the country to escape the renewed civil war.g There are few Hindu and Sikhs in Kabul today. h
     [13] In view of the condused and volatile situation in Afghanistan today there is little reliable information on how the remaining members of the religious minorities may be faring.a Some Hindu and Sikh families have returned to claim their properties they left behind in the 1992-39 exodus but we do not know the numbers involved.b A U.S. governmental team which visited Ghazni province in early April 1997 reported that Sikhs in that province stated that their community was enjoying generally good relations with the Taliban.c There are about 50 Sikh families in that province, all living in the capital city of Ghazni. d
          2. Shi’a
     [14] About 20% of Afghanistan’s estimated 16.9 million inhabitants are Shi’ites.a Almost all Afghan Shi’a are of the Hazara ethnic group located in central Afghanistan, although Shi’a can be found in all parts of the country.b Doctrinal differences between the larger Sunni sect and the Shi’a go back to the seventeenth century C.E., and have led a situation in which the Shi’a are socially, culturally, and economically disadvantaged in a number of middle eastern countries, including Afghanistan.c There were a few instances of outright persecution of Afghan Shi’a by Afghan monarchs in the late 19th century, but for most of this century the Shi’a have enjoyed a stable existence, albeit one marked by considerable poverty compared with other groups in Afghanistan.d The Taliban’s strict form of Sunni Islamic observance has led to Taliban interference in Shi’a a prary practices in Heart and Kabul. e
     [15] The Shi’a militia, Hezb-I-Wahdat, has been a major force in the long running Afghan civil war and was instrumental in bringing down the Najibuhhalh regime.a As noted above, Wahdat is one of the partners in the anti-Taliban coalition and together with another militia faction controls the principal northern city of Mazar-I-Sharif.b The senior Wahdat leadership currently believes that the Taliban seek to establish an extremist Sunni orthodoxy in all of Afghanistan which, if it came to pass, would bode ill for the Shi’a.c There are credible reports of apprehensions in the Hazara community in Kabul and elsewhere about perceived Taliban hostility to the Hazara and what the future holds for them in the event of a final Taliban victory.d While the intense fighting between Wahdat and the Taliban in Mazar in May 1997 in 1997 led to human rights violations committed against both Shi’a and Sunni non-combatants, there have been no confirmed reports that the Taliban has singled out Shi’a civilians for serious physical mistreatment solely because of their religious beliefs.e An investigation has been called for into alleged mass killings of Hazara villagers by Taliban forces.f The Taliban have imposed a blockade on the mainly Shi’a areas of Bamiyan province that has aroused international concern about the possibility of widespread hunger in the population. g
     c. Claims Based on Nationality
     [16] We have seen no asylum claims based on nationality from Afghan applicants. a
     d. Claims Based on Social Group Membership
     [17] About 15 percent of Afghan claims are submitted by women who cite the severe restrictions placed on women in Taliban controlled areas.a These include severe restrictions on work outside the home, a rigorous dress code requiring the wearing of an all-encompassing head-to-tow garment (called a burqa), and strictures on movement outside the home unless accompanied by a male relative. b
     [18] Although Afghan tradition has always imposed limits on women’s activities outside the home, under Communist governments in the 1970’s and 1980’s many lines of work, including most in the professions, opened up for women for the first time.a Following the ouster of the Najibullah regime in April 1992, the mujahaddin imposed restrictions on employment of women that were further intensified significantly in September 1996 when Kabul was occupied by the Taliban.b In Taliban controlled areas women generally may not work outside the health sector, and then only in limited circumstances, or outside a few traditional jobs when segregated from men, e.g., female operated bakeries.c The Taliban have now allowed a few women to work as doctors and nurses in Kabul and elsewhere, but only under strict guidelines, e.g., discouragement of nurses working along side male doctors and a ban on male doctors attending to female patients.d Women are completely banned from teaching boys in Taliban areas. e
     [19] Educational opportunities for girls diminished drastically since the appearance of the Taliban.a While religious education for girls aged 7-10 exists in many areas, there has occurred a sharp cutback in the non-religious education of young girls.b There have been, however, reports that in a few areas local Taliban commanders have quietly acquiesced in purely local efforts to establish schooling for girls.c There are believed to be a few schools open for girls in rural areas of Heart province. U.N. officials have reported, however, that in Kandahar there are nine schools for girls operating publicly in that city.d The U.N. officials reported that there are tentative plans to open additional schools for about 1000 additional girls.e According to UNICEF, no women were teaching in, and no girls were attending, public schools in Kabul at year’s end, including Kabul University, which before the fighting had an overwhelmingly female student population. f
     [20] Women’s access to medical services has been drastically reduced. Women are provided non-emergency medical services in only a limited number of Kabul hospitals although they are allowed emergency services in all the hospitals.a However, there is one credible report that a female burn victims died when Taliban authorities would not allow her to be treated by a male doctor. b
     [21] There have been credible reports that Taliban militiamen in some areas publicly humiliate and even lash women found to be in violation of the Taliban dress code.a Women have been whipped with chains and even shot at, for example, for such transgressions as showing an inch of covered ankle under their burqa.b There are credible reports, however, that the Taliban enforcement of the dress code for females is not being applied in a uniform way.c For example, in April 1998 U.S. representatives visited Heart in western Afghanistan and observed many Afghan women in public places not accompanied by a male and dressed in the chador, a garment considerably more revealing than the all encompassing burqa. d
     [22] Overall, there has been a substantial, notable retrogression in the status of women since the arrival of the Taliban and there does not appear to be any abatement of Taliban intransigence in this area.a International aid agencies operating in Afghanistan have in some cases been told to cease employing Afghan women.b The agencies attempts to negotiate exemptions to Taliban policies on female employment have met with mixed results.c Human rights groups in Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as elements in the international community have called for an end to Taliban policies that prohibit education and employment outside the home for females, but to little avail. d
     E. Claim Based on Political Opinion
          1. Fear of the Taliban
     [23] The majority of Afghan claims are based in whole or in part on either a fear of the Taliban upon return because of the holding of anti-Taliban opinion, or an unwillingness to live in a society based on harsh Islamic rule.a Some claims assert unfriendly encounters with the Taliban has brought an end to the shelling and rocketing of those cities by militia factions, but has brought deep erosions in fundamental human rights.b In Taliban-controlled areas there ahs been a rise in the private expression of dissent made by Afghans to foreign journalists, particularly regarding Taliban social policies discussed above.c However, overt manifestations of popular resistance to Taliban rule in Taliban areas have been almost non-existent.d A noticeable exception occurred in May 1997 in Mazar-I-Sharif when Taliban looting of a Shi’a part of town and the attempted seizure of weapons held by non-Taliban factions produced something resembling a popular uprising and the expulsion of the Taliban after a 2-day occupation of that city.e This incident notwithstanding, it is reasonable to assume that overt dissent, e.g., demonstrations or display of anti-Taliban posters, would provoke a response – perhaps a vigorous response – by the Taliban with an attendant risk of human rights violations. f
          2. Former Members of the Najibullah and Predecessor Communist Governments
     [24] The Taliban and the non-Taliban factions comprising the opposition northern coalition are, with the exception of Dostam’s forces, anti-Communist in orientation.a With the passage of time since the fall of the Najibullah regime and the collapse of the Soviet Union most rank-and-file members of the Afghan communist party are at lower risk of mistreatment by the Taliban or the anti-Taliban factions.b Persons who occupied very senior positions in the Najibullah or predecessor governments, particularly in a ministry associated with abuses of the Afghan populace, e.g., the Ministry of Interior, could be at greater risk, as underscored by the fact that Najibullah was executed when the Taliban entered Kabul.c Among the factors germane to an assessment of the credibility of a claim based on a fear of future mistreatment because of prior employment with a pre-April 1992 government would be: the applicant’s experiences immediately after the demise of the Najibullah government, the position held in government employment and the extent of any communist party political activism pre-April 1992 as opposed to mere government employment.d Some senior commanders in both the Taliban and the northern coalition did occupy positions in the former communist governments.e As a general rule, there has been comparatively little mistreatment since April 1992, either by the Taliban or anti-Taliban factions, of those Afghan males who were ordinary soldiers in the government army.f There also have been no reports of any systematic mistreatment by the Taliban of the several thousand Afghan youths who studied in the former Soviet Union during the period of Communists rule in Kabul. g
          3. Former Members of the Kabul-based Rabbani Government
     [25] Most senior advisors in the Rabbani government accompanied president Rabbani to Mazar when he fled from Kabul in late September 1996.a Senior U.S. government representatives visited Kandahar and Kabul in 1997 and reported that professional people were in evidence at various meetings, taking notes.b Some of these persons worked in the Rabbani government, which would tend to confirm reports that there has been no massive incarceration or attacks on (former) Rabbani government workers who stayed behind Kabul.c Detentions of some Rabbani supporters did occur in the first weeks of Taliban rule in Kabul, but most of these have been released.d It is not known just how many persons are being held in Taliban jails for reasons that might relate to the five persecuted grounds for asylum. e
Appendix – Chronology of Significant Events
(A chronology of significant events was added to our Profiles beginning in 1997. While we attempt to keep these chronologies up to date, the fact that an event is not mentioned does not necessarily mean that it did not occur.)

Date



Significance
1919-1929


Reign of King Amanullah Khan. Following third  

                                         Anglo-Afghan war (May – June 1919) Afghanistan 

                                          takes control of its foreign relations for first time 

                                          in 40 years; USSR supersedes Britain as 

                                          preeminent foreign power affecting Afghanistan’s 

                                          destiny.

1973



King Zahir Shab overthorown by Mohamad 

                                         Daoud, ending 140 years of monarchy; Zahir takes 

                                         up exile in Rome.

April 1978


Marxist coup in Kabul by founder of Aghanistan 

                                         Communist Party, Nur Mohammad Taraki; Daoud 

                                         killed in coup. 

September 1979

President Taraki executed; Hafizullah Amin 

                                         assumes power.                      

December 1979

Soviet troops invade Afghanistan; Amin slain by 

                                         Soviets and Babrak Kamal assumes power. 

May 1986


Babrak Kamal ousted by Soviets; head of secret 

                                         police, Najibullah, installed as president.

February 1989

Soviets complete 9-month troop withdrawal.

April 1992


Kabul falls to mujahaddin resistance; Najibullah 

                                          takes refuge in U.N. compound. 

September 1996

Kabul taken by Taleban forces; Najobullah 

                                         executed.

May 1997


Mazar-I-Sharif taken by Taliban; Taliban expelled 

                                          two days later.

     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 
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