
SPECIAL REPORT 465USIP.ORG 1

SPECIAL REPORT
N O .  4 6 5  |  A P R I L  2 0 2 0 UNITED STATES INSTITUTE OF PEACE    www.usip.org

Service Delivery in Taliban-
Influenced Areas of Afghanistan
By Scott S. Smith

Summary
• As the Taliban gained and con-

solidated their hold over territo-
ry, they were forced to become 
responsible for the well-being of 
local communities.

• Even as the Taliban leadership re-
mained focused on military objec-
tives, in recent years they began to 
develop policies to deliver educa-
tion and health services in particu-
lar, in some cases reversing earlier 
policies that denied these services.

• A study of several diverse districts 
across Afghanistan reveals that the 
Taliban leadership has attempted 
to establish a certain uniformity in 
its governance of territory largely 
or partly under its control.

• For example, while the Taliban have 
always allowed health officials to 
work in their areas, in part because 
they too need these services, they 
have taken increasing ownership of 
how these services are provided.

• The Taliban initially opposed gov-
ernment schools, but they later 
developed policies that allowed 
schools to function, as well as per-
mitting girls to attend school to 
age twelve.

• Should there be a peace process, 
the Taliban and government will 
need to reconcile their differenc-
es on service delivery in the areas 
falling under their control.

Students take an exam outdoors because their school had suffered extensive damage in fighting 
between Taliban and government forces. (Photo by Jim Huylebroek/New York Times)
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“One Land, Two Rules”
In recent years, the Taliban have emerged as a local governance actor in Afghanistan as they 
gained and consolidated their hold over territory and were forced to assume some responsibility 
for the well-being of local communities. One can no longer understand Afghanistan—either the 
nature of the conflict or the shape of a possible peace—without understanding how the Taliban 
have undertaken governance and service delivery tasks in areas in which they are dominant.

To further that understanding, the United States Institute of Peace partnered with the Kabul-
based Afghanistan Analysts Network (AAN), an independent policy research organization, in 
2018 and 2019 to examine and report on service delivery in five Afghan districts either partially 
controlled or dominated by the Taliban or other insurgent groups.1 The districts were selected 
from five different regions (northeast, southeast, east, south, and west), and researchers looked 
specifically at education, health, electricity and media, and other (mostly small-scale infrastruc-
ture) services. In the course of this research, AAN observed that three of the districts had seen 
cases of polio leading to paralysis despite biannual national vaccination campaigns. This led to 
a separate cross-regional report on polio vaccination in insurgent-affected districts. Altogether, 
these studies provide the raw material for this current synthesis report (although the emphasis 
is on the five district-specific studies).

A significant part of the Afghan population is affected, directly or indirectly, by insurgent local 
governance, though the number is difficult to measure with any precision. The US government’s 

A boy crosses a checkpoint between areas controlled by Taliban and government forces in Dasht-e Archi on July 10, 2017. 
(Photo by Jim Huylebroek/New York Times)
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Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction (SIGAR) had been tracking this metric up 
until April 2018, when the information on which its assessments were based was classified.2 
SIGAR’s April 2018 quarterly report to Congress estimated that 56.3 percent of Afghanistan’s 
approximately four hundred districts were under government control or influence (representing 
65 percent of the population), 14.5 percent (representing 12 percent of the population) were 
under Taliban control, and the remainder were contested.3

AAN researchers selected the districts for their diversity, in terms of region, ethnic make-up, 
and degree of Taliban control, to reveal variations in how the movement addressed service 
delivery. The prevailing security situation also played a role in the selection of districts. They 
included Achin District in Nangarhar Province, where the Taliban were part of a three-way fight 
for control with the government and Islamic State in Khorasan Province (ISKP), and Andar District 
in Ghazni Province, a district that has been under complete Taliban control since October 2018. 
Other districts covered were Obeh, in Herat Province; Nad Ali, in Helmand Province; and Dasht-e 
Archi, in Kunduz Province. This synthesizing report seeks to present a composite picture of life 
in insurgent-dominated districts from the findings of the AAN studies. It is not intended to sum-
marize or replace the individual AAN studies, which are well worth reading in their own right.4
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The general picture that emerges from the studies is of an attempt by the Taliban leadership 
to establish a certain uniformity of governance.5 However, each district experienced important 
variations, owing to differing degrees of insurgent control, local community cohesiveness, prox-
imity to active battle spaces, ethnic composition, the insurgent group in charge, and other fac-
tors. The anecdotes and observations cited in this synthesis aim to point out commonalities 
as well as highlight variations. As a general observation, the commonalities tend to represent 
the Taliban’s attempt to apply policies agreed upon by the leadership operating from Quetta, 
Pakistan, whereas the variations reflect that the movement itself remains a geographically frag-
mented insurgency, with battlefield objectives that require it to retain some pragmatic flexibil-
ity where the local Taliban front meets the individual community. This dualism has helped the 
Taliban as an organization to endure while preventing it, despite signs of bureaucratization, from 
resembling anything yet like a state.

Emergence and Consolidation 
of the Insurgency
As the AAN’s introductory report describes, the Taliban’s reemergence as an insurgency after 
the regime was toppled by US forces in 2001 came “slowly and locally.” Over the next few 
years, Taliban forces began to reappear in a number of areas inside Afghanistan where they 
had chosen to lie low rather than accept defeat: from Farah in the west through southern Ghor 
in the center to Shahikot in the southeast. They began reorganizing in small units, known 
as mahaz, to conduct harassment operations against international troops and government 
targets: “Their main mission was and still is military—expanding (or re-expanding) territorial 
control, harrying and trying to push back foreign troops and government forces and using 
assassination, bomb attacks and other means to pressure civilians into compliance.” When the 
insurgency began to reemerge around 2003, it was, as Ashley Jackson and Rahmatullah Amiri 
describe, “far from unified and comprised primarily of small, autonomous, localized fighting 
groups.”6 The fragmented, geographically disconnected nature of the Taliban mahaz meant 
that commanders of these small groups had some latitude to set their own rules in the spaces 
where they operated.

The mahaz began to consolidate their control over certain areas and expand into others, prov-
ing their military viability by continuing to put pressure on the government. In June 2003, Mullah 
Muhammad Omar, one of the founders of the Taliban who at that time was exiled in Quetta, 
established a ten-person leadership shura (council) to define political and military strategy in an 
effort to coordinate these groups. Until then, according to Alex Strick von Linschoten and Felix 
Kuehn, the overall leadership did not have a “firm position on whether to start an insurgency or 
try to have a voice in the new political realities within Afghanistan.”7 The growing success of the 
mahaz, coupled with the increasing disenchantment of local communities with the government 
of President Hamid Karzai, allowed the Taliban to envisage a successful insurgency. They began 
to organize themselves accordingly.8
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By 2006, the Taliban had become a serious threat to 
the Afghan government and the international forces back-
ing it. International military forces, however, were reluctant 
to admit this emerging threat and continued to refer to 
Taliban forces as “anti-government elements” while avoid-
ing using the term “insurgency.”9 That year, Mullah Omar 
began exhorting Taliban fighters through annual Eid mes-
sages, which also included guidance on their behavior in 

an effort to begin to unify these groups. He also issued the first layha, or code of conduct, for 
the movement’s adherents. According to AAN’s Kate Clark, the 2006 layha presented a “vision 
of guerilla warfare that is not just a fight between armed forces, but a struggle to separate the 
population from the state and create ‘social frontlines.’”10 This approach, however, was a nega-
tive strategy, intended to dissuade local populations from supporting the government by using 
intimidation and attacking government services. It was an anti-government strategy, not a pop-
ulation-centric one. 

The layha had harsh messages with regard to government services. Education was to be 
allowed only in mosques, government schools were to be destroyed, and teachers were to be 
punished or killed if they continued teaching in spite of Taliban opposition. The Taliban had long 
run local courts to adjudicate local disputes, a traditional function of mullahs. These courts did 
not require resources beyond locals’ perception that the Taliban would be able to enforce their 
verdicts. It was an area where the Taliban found they could displace the government. Initially, the 
Taliban used coercion, punishing people who sought to have disputes settled by state courts. 
Over time, local communities came to view state courts as unjust, corrupt, and unable to enforce 
their decisions. For many, the Taliban’s swift, enforceable verdicts were a preferable alternative 
to the government’s cumbersome and corruptible legal system.11 Taliban justice was effectively 
a service, but it also a means of asserting control over local populations.

The next layha, issued in 2009, prefigured a strikingly different approach to service delivery. 
In the intervening years, the Taliban had begun to hold more ground, and the Afghan govern-
ment had begun to deliver more services. Local communities objected less to Taliban control if 
it did not deprive them of these services. This local acquiescence was particularly important as 
the Taliban expanded into areas beyond the Pashtun heartland from which they had originally 
emerged in the 1990s. The 2009 layha instructed shadow governors to create education and 
trade commissions that would operate alongside the military commissions, which until then had 
made decisions on all issues. The Taliban thus began to lay the foundations of a parallel civilian 
administrative capacity.

The Taliban leadership issued a third layha in 2010. This directive added several quasi-state 
bodies for health, education, and relations with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), along 
with ways to address civilian casualties and hear complaints about local Taliban governance. 
Jackson and Amiri write that “the layha was no longer a simple code of conduct for fighters. It 
provided the movement with a values-based framework and practical operational guidance.” A 
former member of the Taliban’s leadership council was quoted as saying, “With the layha, we 

Once the Taliban started allowing 

services to be provided, they were often 

perceived . . . as being more effective 

than the government in their ability to 

monitor the provision of these services 

and ensure their equitable distribution.
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needed to show we could be accountable and could form an accountable government that 
everyone could accept.”12 

As the AAN studies document, this new policy helped the Taliban gradually coopt the educa-
tion services provided by the government—a far cry from the leadership’s earlier instructions to 
kill teachers and destroy government schools. Yet even as it began to provide public services, 
the Taliban did not lessen its focus on military objectives. They would not, for example, prevent 
a school from being destroyed if it became a tactical obstacle. Similarly, they would destroy an 
electrical power line if doing so was a battlefield necessity or if its destruction contributed to the 
overall political struggle by demonstrating that the government was unable to protect the pop-
ulation. At the same time, they had internalized that achieving their military objectives required 
popular support, which was partly obtained by providing services. The Taliban could demon-
strate government weakness simply by coopting government services in their areas, though 
such actions were selective and risked backfiring by illustrating the Taliban’s inability to provide 
similar services from their own resources. The AAN reports show, for example, an almost com-
plete lack of even basic infrastructure projects in Taliban-dominated areas. Interestingly, the 
AAN reports also note that once the Taliban started allowing services to be provided, they were 
often perceived, according to local witnesses, as being more effective than the government in 
their ability to monitor the provision of these services and ensure their equitable distribution.

One reason for this perception was that the Taliban interacted closely with local communi-
ties, mostly through elders. These elders also mediated Taliban contact with the government, 
which the Taliban refused to address directly. In the districts covered in the AAN studies, the 
government essentially governed from the district centers (or, more remotely, from the provin-
cial centers when they did not have a real administrative presence in the districts), while the 
Taliban maintained direct contact with the community. In some circumstances, elders were able 
to change the minds of local Taliban authorities, compelling them to reverse local commanders’ 
more draconian policies on issues such as girls’ education. (The Taliban’s central policy has 
no such ban.13) Where communities were more cohesive, or where the Taliban felt particularly 
threatened, community leverage was stronger. In a subsequent study undertaken in Zurmat 
District, in the eastern province of Paktia Province, the AAN found that the Taliban were “regu-
larly available to the public to meet to air their concerns.”14 Having direct links with the people 
made a difference. These connections enabled the Taliban to address local grievances—a stark 
contrast to the seeming indifference of many government representatives. Also, in each district 
studied, there were local Taliban officials who were community natives, a policy that was not 
consistently applied by the government. Where community grievances went beyond the local—
for example, in demands to stop house raids and bombing attacks, or to address the issue of 
civilian casualties—even the national government was impotent.15 The Taliban, by contrast, had 
established a military commission to investigate civilian casualties that they were accused of 
causing. This commission, in operation since at least 2013, later expanded to deal with wider 
complaints about civilian governance.
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Education
Education is the area in which Taliban policy has shifted the most. Before 2009, the Taliban had 
outlawed education in government schools and sanctioned attacks on schools and teachers; 
since then, they have permitted education to take place—at least up to a point. Local pressure 
was for the most part responsible for this shift. According to Jackson and Amiri, the Taliban have 
outlined their education policy in several central leadership council documents, which contain 
guidelines on how to implement the policy at the provincial level.16 Additional policies may exist, 
but have not yet come to light.

As part of their policy shift, the Taliban coopted government-funded schools. In all of the districts 
AAN studied, the Taliban actively monitor the functioning of schools and ensure that teachers 
are present. In a number of these areas, the residents consider the Taliban to be more effective 
monitors of schools than the government had been. They cracked down, for example, on “ghost 
teachers”—teachers who are on the payroll but who do not show up for work. Nevertheless, the 
Taliban deal only with existing schools; they do not try to open new schools in areas they control. 
In Nangarhar’s Achin District, a number of schools were badly damaged or destroyed in the heavy 
three-way fighting between the Taliban, the government, and ISKP. As a result, there are no girls’ 
schools there, and the Taliban made no effort to open any during the period they had control.

Although the Taliban now accept most of the school curriculum as prepared by the Ministry of 
Education, which includes studying the Quran, they also tend to introduce new Islamic subjects 

Afghan boys study in a makeshift school in the village of Budyali in Nangarhar Province. The village’s school building was destroyed by a 
Taliban attack on Budyali’s district headquarters in July 2011. (Photo by Anja Niedringhaus/AP)
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such as talim ul-islam (Islamic education), hadith (the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad), tafsir 
(exegesis), and fiqh (jurisprudence). They also emphasize the teaching of religious subjects 
at the beginning of the school day, when students are more alert, before subjects like math-
ematics, physics, chemistry, and English. In some places, they have banned the teaching of 
English and instead insist on instruction in Arabic and Pashto. In Nad Ali, AAN reported that the 
Taliban used schools to encourage boys to join the jihad—essentially using schools as recruiting 
centers in violation of international humanitarian law.17

The Taliban allow boys to study up to the end of high school. They do not prevent those who 
are able from leaving a district to pursue higher education, but in the districts covered in the 
AAN studies few boys took advantage of such opportunities. In Andar, the Taliban restricted the 
movements of students into government-controlled parts of the province to prevent them from 
joining government security forces. Most young men in these areas either remain there or seek 
jobs outside Afghanistan: AAN’s Andar study reported that “many high school graduates go to 
foreign countries such as Pakistan, Iran or the Gulf, or to other provinces in order to find work.” 
All but one of the studies reported that girls were allowed to study only until age twelve (sixth 
grade); in most cases, this restriction was described as being more the result of conservative 
community attitudes than Taliban policy. The one exception was Obeh, where the Taliban ini-
tially closed the girls’ secondary schools but local elders managed to get them reopened after 
reaching an agreement with the Taliban that high school–aged girls would be taught by women 
teachers only. Where there was a shortage of teachers for girls’ schools, the elders arranged for 
recent female high school graduates from the district to teach in these schools.

One of the two girls’ schools in Dasht-e Archi fell under Taliban control in November 2018. 
The Taliban did not close the school, but an elder from the community said that some Taliban 
members had told him that girls would not be allowed to study beyond age thirteen. This was an 
example of Taliban preferences being closer to local customs on certain issues than the aspira-
tions and policies of the government. The Taliban further prefer that girls are taught by women 
or elders and kept separate from boys, creating additional space and hiring burdens. A lack of 
girls’ education, however, means there are few local women qualified to fill these positions—cre-
ating a vicious circle that will have a generational impact. In some places (Obeh and Achin were 
mentioned specifically), the Taliban allow girls to be taught by older men (although a resident 
of Obeh pointed out that “old men can be as lustful as younger ones!”) In Obeh, the local com-
munity proposed that girls who had graduated from high school but who had not passed the 
teachers’ exam be allowed to teach younger girls, and the local Taliban authorities agreed. This 
was yet another example of the Taliban adapting their policies to local conditions. Community 
demand for girls’ secondary education, however, was a rare occurrence, and perhaps stemmed 
from Obeh’s proximity to Herat City, which is both more open than some of the southern cities 
and where the Taliban’s influence is not as strong. In Dasht-e Archi, where AAN reported that 
the Taliban did allow girls to be taught by men, some families actually refused to send their girls 
to school for this reason.

Male teachers are vetted by the Taliban to root out potential spies and to ensure that new 
recruits will not teach subjects the Taliban consider to be inappropriate. According to the AAN 
reports, local government education officials have cooperated with this demand, and have 
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officially appointed only teachers approved by the Taliban. In Zurmat, where the Taliban exert a 
high degree of control, Taliban permission is required before candidates can take the Ministry 
of Education’s teachers’ exam. In Nad Ali, AAN reported that some teachers were taxed by the 
Taliban—a phenomenon that Jackson and Amiri also noted in Paktia Province, but one that does 
not appear to be widespread and was not noted in any of the other AAN studies.

Increasingly, the Taliban have begun to present their own members as teachers. These in-
dividuals tend to be madrassa-educated religious scholars who are not necessarily qualified 
to teach the government curriculum; nonetheless, they are paid from the government budget. 
In some instances, a hybrid system has emerged: in Obeh, Taliban members work as govern-
ment-paid teachers “usually tasked with teaching religious subjects in schools.” In Dasht-e Archi, 
respondents noted that the Taliban sometimes introduce their own members to serve as school 
teachers, “thereby assuring their influence on society and the education sector and getting their 
own people paid government salaries.” In Achin, there were no reports of the Taliban providing 
teachers; instead, they closely monitor the performance of government teachers and check for 
ghost teachers. In Nad Ali, a respondent noted that while ghost teachers, who are often rela-
tives or family members of school principals, are a problem, if the “phenomenon did not exist, 
the principals benefitting would probably leave their jobs.” The Taliban have agreed to tolerate 
ghost teachers, but they also began taking a cut of the funds the ghost teachers brought in. In 
areas where the Taliban gained control before the 2009 policy change that allowed schools, 
teachers were under threat and many fled, creating spaces that Taliban teachers had to fill after 
2009. This dearth of non-Taliban teachers particularly affected girls’ schools.

Taliban commanders and education officials on the ground have some leeway in how the 
movement’s official education policy is implemented. In areas that had few schools, no effort 
has been made to create new educational institutions (except, in some cases, madrassas). AAN 
noted one possible exception to this trend in Andar. Here, local Taliban officials allowed a con-
struction company to implement a government-funded project to renovate several school build-
ings. When local communities are cohesive and care enough about an issue to lobby for it, the 
Taliban can be sensitive to popular feeling. Most local communities seem to want some sort 
of education, especially for boys, but they do not seem to be overly concerned about older 
girls’ education or Taliban curriculum changes. Over time, in some cases, there has also been a 
demonstration effect: according to Jackson and Amiri, local Taliban commanders in the northern 
districts of Zabul Province resisted allowing schools to function until 2019, and subsequently 
“the shift to opening schools appeared to be the result of local advocacy, which eventually per-
suaded local commanders in Zabul that doing so was in their interest.”18

These observations leave a mixed picture of education in Taliban-influenced or Taliban-
controlled areas. Educational institutions exist but are dispersed unevenly, with new schools not 
being built and damaged schools rarely renovated, and with a huge disparity between educa-
tional opportunities for boys and girls. Admittedly, owing to cultural factors that drive the removal 
of girls from schooling at around age twelve, this disparity exists in government-controlled areas 
as well. Unfortunately, the parlous state of education in government-held areas has meant that 
the Taliban have not needed to do much to gain local credit for their minimal achievements in 
providing some schooling.
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Health
Unlike education, which is provided directly by the government’s education ministry, health 
services in Afghanistan are provided by national and international NGOs contracted by the 
Ministry of Public Health in each province to deliver the ministry’s Basic Package of Health 
Services.19 This decentralized approach means that the quality and reach of health services 
vary by province. An overarching observation in the AAN reports is that despite relative-
ly high expenditures on health by developing country standards, health care across the 
country is generally poor in both Taliban- and government-influenced areas.20 For example, 
in Afghanistan there are 2.3 physicians and five nurses and midwives per ten thousand 
people, compared to global averages of thirteen and twenty, respectively. The AAN polio 
study found that

in most [insurgent-held] districts, services at the local level are sub-standard. Health facilities 
lack the basics, from a scarcity of female health workers to a scarcity of electricity for the 
refrigerators used to store vaccines. In some districts, health facilities have been destroyed 
by fighting or temporarily occupied by parties to the conflict. Especially in remote villages, 
health facilities may not be available at all.21

In contrast to their position on schools, the Taliban have a long history of allowing health facilities 
to operate, knowing their fighters would require medical services as much as (if not more than) 

The Taliban have generally supported widespread polio vaccination campaigns, like this one shown in Kabul in August 2018. Afghanistan is 
one of only three countries where the disease has not been eradicated. (Photo by Rahmat Gul/AP) 
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the local populations. Under the Taliban’s Islamic Emirate 
regime (1996–2001), health work also was one of the very 
few areas in which women were legally allowed to work. In 
other words, the Taliban have always treated health some-
what differently from other sectors. All of the AAN studies 
indicate that the Taliban interfere far less in the provision of 
health services than in education—a difference illustrated in 
this anecdote in the Nad Ali report:

The insurgents are generally more lenient towards health personnel who travel into areas 
under their control than towards other people. Many of the key informants said the Taleban 
do not control health workers’ appearance; for example, they do not punish doctors for 
shaving their beards or growing their hair in the way they do the teachers and pupils.

This suggests that the Taliban were not so much coopting health services, as they were with 
education, but rather allowing them to flourish so that they could use them as required—albeit 
sometimes coercively, or even at the expense of the local population’s access to health services. 

As with education, the Taliban established a health policy implemented by a health commission 
at the central level based in Quetta. At the same time, Taliban health commissions were estab-
lished at the provincial and district levels in Afghanistan. The need to coopt health facilities forced 
the Taliban to interact with the NGO service providers. These service providers, in turn, had to 
negotiate access with the Taliban. In the early days of the insurgency, these negotiations tended 
to be held in secret. NGOs did not want to admit that they were cooperating with the Taliban out of 
fear that working with the insurgency could jeopardize their funding from the Afghan government 
or international donors. Community elders played a vital mediating role in these interactions.

At times, the Taliban interfered in the provision of health services mainly to ensure their own 
access to health care, especially for wounded soldiers. Jackson and Amiri claim that there was 
nonetheless a political dimension to the Taliban’s health policy (though this was not a clear find-
ing in the AAN studies):

The Taliban want to demonstrate their dominance over NGOs and the government 
by controlling health services. In doing so, they challenge the authority of the Afghan 
government and NGOs. It has a performative aspect, in that the Taliban want civilians to 
see this dominance. They also want credit from the local population for cracking down on 
corruption and “delivering” health care.22

Even though the Taliban may have felt that the delivery of health services posed less risk to 
their political and ideological agenda than that posed by the expansion of education, in some 
cases they were careful to vet health personnel for contacts with government security officials. 
When they controlled Achin, for example, a respondent said that they made sure that “medical 
personnel were not in contact with security forces and the intelligence [of the Afghan govern-
ment].” It was vital that local health officials (who might end up treating Taliban members) not 
betray the movement. Health officials, much more than teachers, tend to come from outside 
Taliban areas and go back and forth more frequently to visit their families. The AAN studies 

As with schools, the Taliban monitor 

health clinics, though with even less 

specialized knowledge. If they determine 

that something is lacking or a position is 

vacant, they raise the issue with the relevant 

NGO or the Ministry of Public Health.
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showed that the Taliban can interfere in the selection of health officials and sometimes insist 
that their own loyalists are hired. (Salaries for doctors, it must be said, are considerably more 
lucrative than those for teachers.) In Nad Ali, a respondent said that “they recommend staff 
[health workers] to the NGOs, and the NGOs recruit staff according to the will of the Taleban.” In 
Andar, a respondent said that a qualified candidate was overlooked because he did not have 
connections with the Taliban, and an untrained but connected candidate was selected instead. 
AAN’s polio report also noted that the Taliban “recommended their own people for hire by the 
health department” to conduct the vaccination campaigns.

All of the AAN studies showed that the Taliban prioritize health care for their members, espe-
cially their wounded, over the needs of the local community. This sometimes takes the form of 
compelling doctors to go to areas where there are wounded Taliban and treat them. An Obeh 
respondent described these demands as follows:

The Taleban come to them on their motorbikes at night. They make them go with them to 
treat their injured and sick members. They have to go and fulfil their requests. The Taleban 
can come anytime at night. So they go, do their work, and come back. They cannot say no to 
the Taleban. They cannot continue their work if they say no to these requests.

What was described in the Obeh study as the Taliban’s “privileged use of health personnel” 
ultimately has affected the overall provision of health services: 

Many health personnel struggle to work efficiently and effectively during the day as they 
have been up all night. In many cases, the civilian sick and injured have to wait for long 
periods of time for health personnel to come back from Taleban areas, or they return home 
having had no access to health services on particular days.

Similarly, in Nad Al, “the Taleban’s track record of harsh behavior against government employ-
ees and NGO workers [has made it] quite difficult for doctors and other medical personnel to 
stand up to the Taleban demanding priority or preferential treatment.” 

As with schools, the Taliban monitor health clinics, though with even less specialized knowledge. 
But if they do determine that something is lacking or a position is vacant, they raise it with the rele-
vant NGO or the Ministry of Public Health. In some districts, the Taliban work with “health shuras” es-
tablished by local communities. Andar has a health support council established by the government 
and made up of tribal elders, imams, teachers, and other influential people. Council members have 
intervened with the Taliban, for example, to stop attacks on government positions near clinics. Local 
elders in Dasht-e Archi set up health shuras “in order to ensure medical workers’ safety and the 
security of health clinics in a way that is independent from the Taleban, but also respected by them.”

It is interesting to contrast the Taliban’s accommodation of government-provided services in 
districts where they have significant control to the policies of ISKP when they were in control of 
Achin. The AAN study reported that ISKP banned government-supported health services, and 
that local providers did not dare operate in ISKP areas. At the same time, ISKP provided some 
health services of their own (which a respondent described as “well-equipped”) and permitted 
some private health facilities to operate. These private doctors, however, were forced to treat 
ISKP wounded. In one case, a doctor had been severely beaten for refusing to do so. 
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Women’s access to health care suffers not only because of traditional customs that restrict 
women’s travel but also because of specific Taliban policies, such as only allowing women to 
travel with a male relative or an older woman. Maternal and children’s mortality rates remain high 
in Afghanistan overall. There were few or no women health professionals in any of the districts 
AAN studied; working in insurgency-affected areas is not an attractive option, even for the few 
women from those places who have obtained a medical education. As a respondent in Obeh 
said, “They prefer to work outside Obeh such as in Herat city, or abroad such as in neighbouring 
Iran.” The AAN report on Dasht-e Archi noted that “generally, female doctors are not interested 
in working in insecure, Taleban-dominated districts.” A respondent in Achin said bluntly that 
“there is no female doctor. The health department said there would be double salary and other 
bonuses for any female doctor who would work in Achin, but no one wants to go and work 
there.” This confluence of impeding factors was common in all of the AAN studies: lack of local 
women health professionals, poor roads, local customs preventing women traveling, Taliban 
policies restricting women’s travel, and fighting. A respondent in Achin put the situation in all its 
bleak tragedy: “Women just die when they fall ill. Most of those who die, die during childbirth.”

While carrying out its research on health service delivery, AAN found that in three of the districts 
it was studying there had been cases of poliomyelitis (polio) leading to paralysis in the previous five 
years. AAN decided to look specifically at this phenomenon and see if polio cases—which are par-
ticularly unfortunate because they are preventable—were more likely to occur in areas under Taliban 
control. Polio has been eradicated in every country of the world except Afghanistan, Pakistan, and 
Nigeria. The emergence of these cases in Taliban-controlled areas therefore has global, regional, and 
national repercussions in addition to the tragic consequences for the individuals who are infected. 

Most states control the spread of polio by ensuring routine immunization of children, but 
the limited reach of health authorities during the Afghan civil war in the 1990s required a more 
intensive approach. In 1997, the international community supported supplemental campaigns, 
scheduling national immunization days each year when vaccinators went door to door to immu-
nize children under age five. In recent years, more than one campaign has taken place per year.

The Taliban have no ideological opposition to polio vaccinations, and in some cases view the 
vaccination programs more favorably than local populations. The supplemental campaigns in fact 
began under the Taliban’s Islamic Emirate regime. According to the AAN report, a Taliban spokes-
man stated that “there is a serious need for people to vaccinate their children.” But as with other 
aspects of health and education services, vaccinations are secondary to military objectives. If 
there is a perception that allowing vaccinators will undermine the military effort, local commanders 
have been given discretion to ban the campaign teams. Between May and December 2018, when 
the Taliban were facing heavy aerial attacks, they banned vaccinators from working in Helmand, 
Kandahar, Ghazni, and Uruzgan Provinces, fearing that vaccinators were providing coordinates 
for the attacks. The AAN’s polio report cited a Taliban spokesman who claimed that the interna-
tional community “was misusing vaccinators for collecting intelligence data” in those provinces. 
However, according to the same spokesman, because this sort of intelligence collection had not 
been observed elsewhere, door-to-door vaccination campaigns were allowed to proceed in other 
provinces. In an effort to allow the vaccinations to continue in Helmand, the Taliban proposed that 
they take place in either the mosque or the house of the local malek (tribal leader). According to 
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people the AAN spoke to in Nad Ali, the proposal was inad-
equate: “Most people, especially women, cannot bring their 
children to the mosque.” Nonetheless, the effort shows 
a willingness to be pragmatic on the issue, provided that 
Taliban military objectives are protected.

As with the provision of health services more generally, the 
Taliban also had to be responsive to local elders on vaccina-
tions. The local Taliban committee for the Prevention of Vice 

and Promotion of Virtue in Dasht-e Archi banned the door-to-door campaign between March 2016 
and February 2017, claiming that the vaccinations were harmful to children and that the vaccinators 
were taking pictures for the government. This injunction prevented 176,000 children from receiving 
vaccines. The ban was lifted after local elders pressured the Taliban. The AAN study concluded that

The solution at the local level ie, between community elders, provincial government officials 
and Taleban shadow provincial government officials, shows how powerful and successful 
communities can be, if united on an issue of concern. It was essentially local elders who stood 
firm for vaccinations to be carried out, in opposition to the Taleban committee’s decision.

There are several explanations for the persistence of polio in Afghanistan: the ongoing con-
flict, low vaccination coverage, sporadic community opposition, discrimination against women, 
and a porous border with Pakistan that makes it difficult to track target at-risk populations. Cases 
appear to track more with conflict zones than with areas of Taliban control. On the other hand, 
the several instances of Taliban-instituted bans on vaccination campaigns, as identified in the 
AAN study, could not but increase the chances of polio infections.

Electricity, Media, and 
Telecommunications
The AAN studies also looked at electricity and cell phone services in areas affected by the 
Taliban. None of the districts that were reviewed obtained electricity from the public grid. Dasht-e 
Archi had had some public power until 2014, when its hydroelectric plant was destroyed by fight-
ing. In all districts, local residents compensated for the lack of public electricity supply by using 
solar energy or, for those who could afford it, diesel generators. Solar power is sufficient to run 
electric lights, recharge phones, watch television, or listen to the radio. In a few cases (especially 
Nad Ali, which is traversed by a canal), microhydropower generators are used.23 The district of 
Obeh in western Herat was supposed to have been connected to the grid but the project was 
never completed, reportedly because of local insecurity. A local official from the Independent 
Directorate of Local Governance, however, told AAN that the real reason was that the contractors 
exaggerated the security risks of the project in order to obtain a more lucrative contract. AAN 
noted that in Obeh “the Taleban have thus far allowed the implementation of publicly-useful 
projects such as roadbuilding and bridge construction, after their agreement has been secured 
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and, of course, their ‘tax’ paid.” 
This example adds a murkiness 
to the intersection of security and 
service delivery, suggesting that 
fears of Taliban violence can be 
used to create rents even when 
the threats are not substantiated.

The Taliban operate their own 
radio station (Voice of Jihad), but 
most on-air media are broad-
cast from government-controlled 

areas. In Nangarhar’s Achin District—which is contested by the government, the Taliban, and 
ISKP—all three groups have radio stations.24 The Taliban had issued bans on government radio 
and television in most of the districts studied by AAN. Sometimes this was because the Taliban 
considered certain broadcast programs to be “immoral and promiscuous,” as a respondent in 
Obeh put it. More generally, it was because of the Taliban’s recognition that media is a powerful 
tool for the government to influence local populations. In the districts where there was an ex-
plicit ban, however, the local population mostly ignored it. Many also reported that the ban was 
not strictly enforced. One exception to this general state of affairs was Paktia’s Zurmat District, 
where the Taliban have attempted to enforce the policy:

Most people watch TV programmes. They use satellite dishes because of the variety of channels 
the dishes can broadcast. They watch news, political debates, sports and other entertainment 
programmes. In most cases, people hide their dishes and TV antenna from the Taleban because 
the Taleban prohibit watching TV programmes. If the Taleban notice that people place dishes 
or TV antenna on the top of their roofs, then they search the house and smash the television.

Interestingly, in Andar, where there was no explicit ban, respondents reported that residents 
were nonetheless wary of watching television for fear of drawing Taliban retribution even though 
there was no specific ban.

The Taliban have greater concerns about cell phones, particularly smartphones. In many in-
stances, they blame smartphones for revealing their locations, leading to air or drone strikes. 
According to the Dasht-e Archi study, “The Taleban perceive mobile networks as a tool that 
US and Afghan intelligence use to locate their hideouts.” It also was reported that in 2016 the 
Taliban banned their own soldiers from using smartphones in Dasht-e Archi after a series of 
drone attacks against them. In all of the districts studied by AAN, the Taliban have insisted that 
network towers be shut down at night, when most of their attacks against government positions 

An Afghan man carries a solar panel 
through floodwaters in Nangarhar 
Province in February 2015. Small-scale 
solar installations have proliferated in 
parts of southern Afghanistan cut off 
from the power grid. (Photo by 
Parwiz/Reuters)
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take place, thus hampering the ability of government security forces to coordinate their de-
fenses and preventing local inhabitants sympathetic to the government from reporting Taliban 
movements. The Taliban are able to do this by threatening the mobile phone companies that 
their towers will be attacked or destroyed if they do not shut down service. In all cases, the 
companies appear to comply. In Obeh, companies have hired Taliban guards to “protect” their 
towers; this is likely a more common phenomenon, even if it was reported in only one study. In a 
number of districts, the Taliban tax the phone companies, though not the local users.

As with other services, there are some variations in Taliban policy regarding cell phones to 
account for local contexts. The most liberal policy was in Achin. When the Taliban were fully in 
control of the district between 2009 and 2015, there was no coverage during the night. Since 
2019, when the government regained the upper hand, the networks have been running all the 
time (except when service is disrupted due to fighting), and many residents have smartphones. 
When ISKP controlled the district between 2015 and 2018, however, they banned all mobile 
phone use. It appears that when the Taliban are confident of their degree of control, they will 
relax some of their more restrictive policies. Another factor in the fairly lenient policy for Achin 
may be a desire to contrast their governance favorably to that of ISKP.

The most severe policy against the use of cell phones was in Ghazni’s Andar District. At the 
time the AAN report was published in June 2019, cell phone coverage had been allowed for 
only two hours in the morning during the previous nine months. The Taliban had also banned 
people from using cell phone SIM cards from the state-owned company, Salam, out of concern 
that those phones were being used to target Taliban units. Smartphones in certain situations 
pose their own problems for locals, as the Dasht-e Archi study pointed out: 

Residents in Taleban areas are supposed to have pro-Taleban songs on their smart phones 
(not connected to the internet), as well as religious scholars’ speeches on Jihad in case their 
phones were checked. . . . However, if people’s devices are checked by government forces 
and they carry pro-Taleban songs, they are perceived to be Taleban fighters and risk being 
arrested. In Dasht-e Archi, locals are forced to adjust their lives according to this doubly-
coercive system. All in all, it is safer not to have a smart phone.

Other Services
Development activities taking place in the districts covered by the AAN studies tended to be small 
scale. In Obeh, one of the districts with ongoing development projects, a respondent said that the 
Taliban had to approve all projects and also taxed private contractors. In Nad Ali, elders convinced 
the Taliban to allow a roadbuilding project, but the contractor had to give the Taliban a negotiated 
share of the funding (essentially a tax or fee). In Achin, the Taliban themselves contracted some 
roadbuilding work, although the AAN study remarked that this effort was “more motivated by tactical 
requirements for repelling ISKP advances than facilitating rural life.” In Dasht-e Archi, respondents 
said that neither the government nor NGOs were interested in carrying out development projects. 

The case of Andar District in the strategic province of Ghazni best illustrates the Taliban’s 
overall approach to rural infrastructure services. The district is located in an area through which 
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two important national highways were being built. The Taliban had forcibly stopped work on 
the government-funded Andar–Ghazni City roadbuilding project out of fear that improvements 
would facilitate the movement of government troops. They had similarly blocked work on the 
Ghazni–Paktika highway, objecting to the presence of government soldiers protecting the con-
struction, but agreeing to allow the work to proceed if government troops were removed.25 The 
government ultimately gave in. In this case, the Taliban wanted to block government reinforce-
ments moving in from Paktika to attack Ghazni, but also to demonstrate that it could control what 
happened in the area. Yet, as AAN reported, the Taliban “sometimes encourage local residents 
[in Andar] to pave small roads between the different villages or repair those destroyed by rain 
and snow over winter. They go from village to village and tell community elders to bring the 
villagers out for work.”

Overall, these infrastructure services are rudimentary and their provision or nonprovision is 
usually motivated by security concerns and battlefield objectives. For the most part, they are not 
aimed at improving rural lives. The few resources that the Taliban are able to raise or coopt gen-
erally are applied to the military effort. Roads improve Taliban forces’ mobility in areas that they 
control and allow them to impose tolls to raise funds for fighting. The Taliban also raise various 
“religious taxes,” including ushr, the 10 percent tax on a range of revenue-generating sources, 
particularly on productive land, and zakat, an obligatory payment for Muslims to give either as 
alms to the poor or as a tax collected by a Muslim state. (Naturally, the Taliban take this second 
option.26) As the AAN reports describe, the Taliban also “tax” truckers, cell phone companies, 
and others in a manner that may seem more akin to a protection racket than an administrative 
act. Hardly any of these revenues go into the provision of services, and most go to maintaining 
the viability of the Taliban movement in its combat against the government. 

Conclusion
The first, somewhat remarkable takeaway found in the AAN reports is that service delivery is 
not much worse (and sometimes may be better) in Taliban-controlled rural areas than in gov-
ernment-controlled rural areas. In general, as one respondent in Dasht-e Archi said, the Taliban 
“out-govern” the government. This is attributable more to government failures than Taliban com-
petence, and in particular to the metastasized problem of corruption in Afghanistan.27 The govern-
ment’s inability to take and sustain the offensive on the battlefield, the low level of service delivery 
in the areas it controls, and its apparent indifference to local grievances have made the similarly 
low level of service delivery that takes place in insurgent-dominated areas appear comparable to 
the government’s. Afghans, whether under Taliban or government rule, are badly served; a nation-
wide poll conducted by Gallup in September 2019 found that zero percent of Afghans described 
themselves as “thriving” and 85 percent—a record high not just for Afghanistan, but any country 
since Gallup began asking the question—described themselves as “suffering.”28

The second major takeaway concerns the degree to which the Taliban, by coopting or allow-
ing service delivery, have gained support or at least acquiescence from local populations, and 
whether the Taliban’s motivations are predominantly military or have a political character as well. 
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The AAN studies sought to report on how services are 
delivered, not why. Nonetheless, the introductory report 
describes the evolution of the Taliban from an ad hoc gue-
rilla movement to a more consolidated one with political 
ambitions, from which one may speculate on the Taliban’s 
strategic thinking. The mere fact of controlling territory in 
which civilians live created a problem that needed to be 

solved. No insurgency can survive if the local population actively opposes it. The AAN studies 
offer little insight into whether the service delivery that the Taliban allow has given them local 
support or merely acquiescence; this would have been a difficult and sensitive issue to ask 
about, risking undercutting interviewees’ confidence in the researchers’ intentions. The few 
respondent statements on this question suggest at best an indifference between life under 
government or Taliban control and a strong aversion to life in contested areas. As a farmer in 
Nad Ali told the researcher David Mansfield, in contested areas “there is no difference to me 
between the Taleban and the government. But if we just have one of them in the area it is better; 
if we have both, there is fighting.”29 Another annoyance to local populations clearly expressed 
in the reports is the problem of crossing from one area to another, which locals often must do 
in search of health care, employment, or commerce. The case of Andar confirms this: once the 
Taliban took over the district, people were relieved that they did not have to go back and forth 
across front lines within the district. 

Two other factors suggest that Taliban actions in the provision of services is seen as more than 
just a military necessity. The first is the gradual consolidation of the movement, increasingly guided 
by a central authority and consistent in the way policies issued from the center are implemented. 
This is seen in the evolution of the layhas and the creation of various civilian-oriented commissions 
as described in AAN’s introductory report. Consolidation began as a means of forging a more ef-
fective insurgency, but the Taliban’s growing territorial claims soon forced them to become a more 
effective political movement. A second factor—why the Taliban have chosen centralization rather 
than a franchising model—concerns the movement’s claim to be the real legitimate government in 
Afghanistan and its aspirations to either replace the current government with its own “emirate” or, 
through negotiations, become what it surely believes will be the dominant part of a future Afghan 
political order. The more the international community tired of its engagement in Afghanistan, and 
the more the official Afghan government proved unlikely to be able to defeat the insurgency even 
with significant international military and financial support, the more it made sense for the Taliban 
leadership to begin presenting its erstwhile insurgency—to Afghans and to the international com-
munity—as a political movement capable at the same time of governing.

The final major takeaway from the AAN series concerns the future effect of the current dis-
position of governance, in both government- and insurgent-controlled areas, on a possible fu-
ture peace agreement. Should a peace agreement be reached, perhaps leading to an interim 
transitional arrangement, existing local governance arrangements would likely continue in the 
short and medium term. Governance vacuums in contested areas would have to be resolved, 
but the peace negotiations could do so in a way that essentially formalizes the current hybrid 
system. The existing degree of tacit cooperation on health, some small infrastructure projects, 
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and education could be formalized, possibly leading to improvements in the provision of these 
services through a somewhat seamless transition.

That said, large ongoing differences would remain in the educational curriculum and in the 
provision of justice services, especially in the early phase of the agreement’s implementation. 
If the agreement calls for a “freeze-in-place” of administrative orders, the Taliban will continue 
adjudicating disputes according to their more conservative understanding of sharia law and 
teaching according to their revised curriculum until these issues are resolved at the national 
level. Here, the decisive factor in rural areas, whether under government or Taliban influence, 
might end up being the communities themselves, whose influence even in wartime—when the 
Taliban retain an overwhelming capacity to use violence to intimidate—has been demonstrated 
by the AAN studies. Communities, leaders, and elders could determine what is acceptable and 
desirable. They may continue to prefer Taliban courts, for example, but also want more govern-
ment schools, more television options, and uninterrupted cell phone service. One of the broad 
conclusions of the AAN studies is that ultimately communities solve their own problems to the 
degree possible within the constraints set by the conflict parties.

There are, needless to say, far more pessimistic and perhaps more likely scenarios—where 
intractable local conflicts lead to a renewal of a more general conflict; where international sup-
port is disastrously withdrawn and service delivery mechanisms collapse from the center; where 
spoilers prevent local-level peace; and where local authorities, whether former Taliban or for-
mer government, continue to abuse their powers and prolong the injustices that have been at 
the root of so much local conflict. What may be retained from the AAN studies, however, are a 
variety of local-level models of cooperation that in theory could be extended into a postagree-
ment future—where the Taliban’s overall strategy fully acknowledges that they must meet civil-
ian needs, and where existing tacit cooperation with government entities provides a foundation 
that will help solidify a peace agreement rather than undermine it.
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