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Executive Summary

Afghanistan remains in a critical state under the Taliban’s leadership, facing
entrenched humanitarian, social, and economic crises. The Taliban’s policies have
created significant obstacles for women and girls, who face severe restrictions on
education, employment, and public engagement. Economically, Afghanistan’s
situation is dire, with widespread poverty and high unemployment, compounded by
limitations on foreign aid and sanctions on the Taliban regime. Meanwhile,
international relations show a mixed picture: although Western countries largely
maintain sanctions and restrictions, regional neighbors such as Uzbekistan, the
UAE, and China are fostering economic ties.

Political Context

Since retaking power in August 2021, the Taliban have solidified control, moving
towards an authoritarian governance model that systematically excludes women
from public life and limits political freedoms. Afghanistan is effectively a one-party
state with no tolerance for dissent; former political leaders, journalists, and activists
are heavily restricted or in exile. The Taliban have restructured Afghanistan’s legal
framework to enforce their interpretation of Islamic law, removing protections for
minority rights and civil liberties.

Humanitarian and Social Crisis

The humanitarian situation in Afghanistan is among the world’s most severe, with
over half of the population facing food insecurity. Drought, displacement, and the
cutoff of international development aid have compounded these issues. Women and
girls, banned from secondary and higher education, bear the brunt of these
challenges, with limited access to healthcare and other basic services. The UN has
described the Taliban’s treatment of women as “gender apartheid,” and the absence
of women'’s rights continues to draw condemnation but limited action from the
international community.

Economic Conditions

Afghanistan’s economy has stagnated, largely sustained by limited humanitarian aid,
which has avoided complete collapse but fails to promote long-term recovery.
International sanctions and the freezing of billions in Afghan central bank assets
have strained the country’s finances, with inflation high and employment
opportunities limited. The recent Taliban ban on opium production eliminated a key
income source for many, worsening economic pressures. Trade agreements with



Uzbekistan and diplomatic moves by the UAE signal some regional engagement, but
broader foreign investment remains unlikely.

International Relations

The Taliban’s international position remains largely isolated, with Western powers
refraining from formal recognition. However, regional countries have pragmatic
incentives—security, economic interests, and refugee management—to establish
working relationships with Afghanistan. Countries like Uzbekistan and the UAE have
initiated diplomatic contacts and economic deals with the Taliban, while China has
recognized the Taliban’s representative in Beijing. The international response is
generally fragmented, with efforts focusing on maintaining limited humanitarian
assistance without legitimizing Taliban governance.

Risk and Threat Assessment

The Taliban’s oppressive domestic policies risk internal resistance over time,
particularly if economic conditions worsen. Regionally, Afghanistan’s instability and
isolation could create spillover risks, especially concerning terrorism, drug trafficking,
and migration. Internationally, the ongoing humanitarian crisis and erosion of human
rights standards present significant reputational risks for neighboring countries
engaging with the Taliban.

Conclusions and Actionable Insights

Afghanistan’s immediate needs lie in addressing food insecurity and sustaining
humanitarian aid flows, with a specific focus on protecting women'’s rights. Engaging
regional powers, especially those inclined to develop pragmatic ties with the Taliban,
could offer an avenue for diplomatic influence. Long-term stability in Afghanistan will
likely require economic interventions and a shift in Taliban policies regarding human
rights, particularly for women. However, absent significant policy changes,
Afghanistan’s trajectory may continue toward deeper isolation and persistent
economic and social distress.
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