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Karzai says US should re-engage Taliban peace talks

or leave country

January 25, 2014

The Afghan president reiterated his opposition to a security pact with the US absent a
shift in American policy

Afghan President Hamid Karzai appeared to stiffen his resolve Saturday not to sign a
security pact with Washington, saying the United States should leave Afghanistan unless it
could restart peace talks with the Taliban.

"In exchange for this agreement, we want peace for the people of Afghanistan. Otherwise,
it's better for them to leave and our country will find its own way,” Karzai told a news
conference.

The president said pressing ahead with talks with the Taliban, in power from 1996-2001,
was critical to ensure that Afghanistan was not left with a weak central government.

"Starting peace talks is a condition because we want to be confident that after the signing of
the security agreement, Afghanistan will not be divided into fiefdoms," he said.

Most diplomats now agree that Karzai is unlikely to sign the Bilateral Security Agreement
(BSA) that would allow for some form of U.S. military presence in Afghanistan after the end
of 2014, when most troops are due to leave.
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Along with reviving peace talks with the Taliban, Karzai is also demanding an end to all
U.S. military operations on Afghan homes and villages, including drone strikes which are
deeply unpopular with the local population.

The U.S. has threatened to pull all of its troops out unless a deal is signed in good time, but
embassies are examining alternative solutions behind the scenes that would enable the
NATO-led mission to remain.

Karzai's defiant tone struck a chord with those in the West who have already decided that
further discussion with the Afghan president may be pointless and waiting for his successor
to be elected is the best option.

But representatives from some countries say this would not leave enough time for them to
prepare for a post-2014 mission. Afghans are due to vote in a presidential election on April
5, but it could take weeks for Karzai's successor to assume power if a run-off round is
required.

Karzai initially agreed to a text of the pact in November and an assembly of elders called on
him to sign it. But he has since refused to sign.

In his comments to reporters, the Afghan president also denounced the use of advertising —
some paid for by the United States — that lobbies for signature of the BSA.

"To harm the psyche and soul of the people of Afghanistan, there is serious propaganda
going on," said Karzai, referring to the advertisements broadcast for weeks by local media
but now taken off the air.

"No pressure, no threat, no psychological war can force us to sign the BSA. If they want to
leave, they should leave today. We will continue our living."

Reduction in US aid

Meanwhile, the administration of U.S. President Barack Obama is attempting to find ways to
ensure future financial assistance for Afghanistan after U.S. lawmakers halved development
aid to the country.

In a massive spending bill signed into law last week by Obama, lawmakers provided $1.12
billion to Afghanistan for fiscal 2014 for overall civilian assistance, a 50 percent reduction
from the previous fiscal year. It was still unclear, however, how much aid the country would
actually receive for 2014.

U.S. officials said they were looking at the details of the bill, and would also explore if they
could use unspent money from the previous year or from elsewhere in the budget to increase
the amount of funding for Afghanistan.

"While overall levels for the major civilian assistance accounts have been reduced, the bill
itself does not include any specific cap for Afghanistan,” an official at the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID) said to Reuters on condition of anonymity.

A major cut in U.S. assistance could endanger plans to continue health, education, farming
and other aid programs in the desperately poor country.
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But the sharp reduction in aid reflects frustration in Congress with State and USAID's
management of assistance to Afghanistan, and with the Afghan government itself. Aid
programs have been plagued by reports of waste and fraud since 2001.
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