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Abstract  

This thesis compared three provinces in Afghanistan and analysed multiple factors that 

influenced the ability of the Afghan Local Police (ALP) to stabilize a province. The ALP 

became vital in certain provinces to achieve and retain stability, however, it is also held 

accountable for making provinces less stable. The two main factors that have been analysed in 

this thesis were the (dis)proportionality of the composition of the ALP and if the resource 

requirements were met and how this affected the ability of the ALP to provide stability. The 

(dis)proportionality of the composition of ALPs had the most influence in regard to the ability 

to provide stability. The execution of the vetting procedure of the ALP was very important, 

but not always conducted well enough. The procedure was influenced by tensions between 

ethnic or tribal groups, and if the ALP in fact was disproportionally composed, this resulted in 

power abuse by ALP members. In general, the ALP has failed in Afghanistan. This thesis will 

answer to what extent the factors mentioned above, contributed to this failure. 

  



2 
 

Content 
1. Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 5 

2. Literature review .............................................................................................................................. 7 

2.1 The use of pro-government militia forces ........................................................................................ 13 

2.2 Pro-government militia in Afghanistan: The Afghan Local Police (ALP) ...................................... 14 

3. Theoretical framework ....................................................................................................................... 16 

3.1 Operationalization ............................................................................................................................ 17 

3.2 (Dis)proportionality within the ALP’s composition ........................................................................ 19 

3.3 Resource shortages ........................................................................................................................... 21 

3.4 typology ............................................................................................................................................ 22 

4. Methodology .................................................................................................................................. 23 

4.1 Case selection ................................................................................................................................... 24 

4.2 Data, limitation and generalisability ................................................................................................ 26 

5. The analyses ................................................................................................................................... 27 

5.1 Paktika .............................................................................................................................................. 30 

5.1.1 (Dis)proportionality within the ALP’s composition. .................................................................... 30 

5.1.2 The level of resources available for the ALP ................................................................................ 32 

5.1.3 Conclusion Paktika ........................................................................................................................ 33 

5.2 Baghlan ............................................................................................................................................ 33 

5.2.1 (Dis)proportional composition of the ALP ................................................................................... 33 

5.2.2 Resource shortages. ....................................................................................................................... 36 

5.2.3 Conclusion Baghlan ...................................................................................................................... 36 

5.3 Helmand ........................................................................................................................................... 37 

5.3.1 (Dis)proportional composition of the ALP ................................................................................... 37 

5.3.2 Level of resources available for the ALP ...................................................................................... 39 

5.3.3. Conclusion Helmand .................................................................................................................... 39 

6. Discussion ...................................................................................................................................... 40 

6.1 (Dis)proportional composition of the ALP ...................................................................................... 40 

6.2 Resource shortages ........................................................................................................................... 42 

6.3 Discussion of the typology ............................................................................................................... 45 

7. Conclusion ...................................................................................................................................... 46 

References .............................................................................................................................................. 49 

 

  



3 
 

List of figures  

Figure 1: scale of stability: failing or success?......…………………………………………19. 

Figure 2: Typology……………….………………………………………………………....22. 

Figure 3: level of insecurity in Afghanistan ...………………………………………………...29. 

Figure 4: Discussion of the Typology......…………………………………………………..45.  



4 
 

List of abbreviations  

 

ALP: Afghan Local Police 

ANA: Afghan National Army 

ANDSF: Afghan National Defense and Security Forces 

ANP: Afghan National Police  

AP3: Afghan Public Protection Programme 

ASF: Afghan Security Forces 

ARJ: Abdul Rhaman Jan 

ANSF: Afghan National Security Forces 

CFSOCC-S: Combined Forces Special Operation Component Command Central Special 

COIN: Counterinsurgency  

GIRoA: Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 

HRW: Human Rights Watch  

IED: Improvised Explosive Device 

ISAF: International Security Assistance Force 

MOI: Ministry of Interior  

PGM: Pro-Government militia 

SIGAR: Special Inspector General of Afghanistan Reconstruction 

SOF: Special Operation Forces 

SSR: security sector reform 

UN: United Nations  

UNAMA: United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 

US: United States 

VSO: Village Security Operations 

WHAM: Winning Hearts And Minds 

 

  



5 
 

1. Introduction  
 

The Afghan Local Police (ALP) was an Afghan militia and local law enforcement 

body that was part of the international counterinsurgency campaign (COIN) (Vincent et al., 

2015; Gosztonyi et al., 2015). Its main objective was to enhance security and stability on 

communal level, and therefore contribute to the overall stabilization of the country (Felbab-

brown, 2016). COIN was mainly active in districts where the Afghan government and the US 

forces had limited access. The US had been involved in the Afghanistan war for many years. 

In the beginning of the 2000s the US was even involved in multiple military operations across 

the world. Therefore, the US increasingly looked into the possibilities to secure its interest 

with minimal involvement (Felbab-Brown, 2016). As the US couldn’t be involved in all 

military actions in Afghanistan, it sought to embrace the strategy to increase the capacity of 

their partners in the conflict. The Afghanistan government was unable to challenge the 

Taliban on its own, and the US did not want to lose a lot of American lives and economic 

resources. Therefore, the US relied more heavily on supporting pro-government militias 

(PGM). Due to their ability to help the government gather intelligence by offering essential 

local expertise, PGMs contributed to an efficient and workable COIN strategy (Jentzsch et al., 

2015). Local militias have historically been employed by a number of actors due to the need 

for local cooperation (Kalyvas, 2008). These militias also strengthened the conventional 

armed forces (Carey et al., 2013; Jentzsch, 2015). 

However, the strategy to outsource tasks to local militia, is not new for the US, as they 

supported the Mujahideen in the 1980s and the Northern Alliance since 2001 (Ibid). The most 

notable militia that has been supported and sponsored by the US during the war in 

Afghanistan, was the ALP, as it was active in almost all provinces in the country. The ALP 

program has been established in 2010 as part of the Village Stability Operations (VSO) 

program (Petit, 2011).  VSO served as the mechanism used by special operations forces 

(SOF) to create conditions for ALP to be developed in Afghan districts (Wilkins, 2022). 

Eventually it would become part of the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF). The ALP 

consisted out of volunteers who had been vetted, recruited and trained to fight the Taliban, but 

also to fight other anti-government militia forces (Ibid.). The idea behind the localization of 

the program was, that ALP members were more integrated in the community and therefore 

would feature more knowledge about the culture, history, ethnicity and local dynamics 

(Moyar, 2014). 
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In practice, however, there were only a few instances where the ALPs were able to 

defend and stabilize villages. In most of the cases, militias developed a strong tendency to 

escape. This often was followed by power abuse, problematic behaviour, and continuous 

conflicts among different communities (Moyar, 2014). In this thesis I will examine the 

different factors which had an influence on the ability of the ALP to provide stabilization and 

discuss in which regard they differed from destabilizing ALPs.   

As mentioned, the ALP is part of the counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan. 

The primary objective of COIN itself is to develop an effective, stable and legitimate 

government (Eikenberry, 2013). The ALP, therefore, should have had a positive effect on the 

stability of the Afghan districts in which they were deployed. Which, according to the theory, 

simultaneously leads to a more stable Afghan government. Therefore, this thesis is trying to 

explain why in some provinces the ALP was able to provide stability and why in some 

provinces the ALP contributed to the destabilization of a province. Therefore, the following 

question is drafted:  

Why did the ALP programme have stabilizing effects in some provinces while it did not 

have stabilizing effects in other provinces?  

The ALP units will be researched in three different provinces in Afghanistan: Paktika, 

Baghlan and Helmand. Paktika is known for its relative peace during the conflict, as well as in 

the Soviet war, the civil war and during the transition of power in 2001 (Clark, 2018). 

Baghlan, has been selected because it has a significant Pashtun population, as do the Taliban, 

which makes it therefore interesting to research the impact the ALP had in that province 

(Gosztonyi et al., 2015). The last province that will be included in this case study is Helmand. 

The provinces will be compared on basis of the ability to provide stabilization by the ALP 

units. Therefore, two additional questions have been drafted: 

 What were the main stabilising effect of the ALP? 

What were the main destabilizing effects of the ALP?  

The scientific relevance of this thesis is that it aims to contribute to the already 

existing literature. Earlier research that has been conducted on the topic of the ALP were 

amongst others Goodhand & Hakimi (2014), who also did comparative research in three 

provinces and concluded that there is a need to look further than the Taliban-anti-Taliban fault 
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line. Also, the short-term successes the ALP booked had severe irreversible consequence for 

the long-term. Cecchinel (2013) conducted her research in Kunduz and discusses the 

complexity of ethnicity that the ALP had to deal with. This comparative research will look for 

stabilising elements, this is not yet conducted by other researchers. That is why this thesis is 

trying to comprehend that. It looks into the ALP’s ability to provide stability on the basis of 

two main factors: the (dis)proportionality of the composition of the ALP and to which extent 

the resource requirements were met and how this influenced the ability to provide 

stabilization in the province. If these factors seem to have an influence on the ability to 

stabilize a province by using a PGM like the ALP, this gives the field another perspective in 

which to look at ALP like militias and under which circumstances they are best able to 

provide stability.  

The social relevance builds further on these factors which determine the ability to 

provide stability. In practice this thesis can be used on security policies which have to deal 

with PGMs. To be even more specific, it can be used by counterinsurgency actors that want to 

make use of PGMs. This thesis can be of great help for that, because it determines the factors 

in which the PGMs are most likely to have stabilizing effects, and eventually help within the 

counterinsurgency process. Therefore, this thesis can also be relevant for multiple Ministries 

of Defence, as they often are on the drawing table for the implementation of 

counterinsurgency policy and ultimately that of the PGM’s.  

2. Literature review  
 

The literature review gives an overview of COIN in Afghanistan and to what extent 

the topic has been researched. This will be followed by introducing the use of pro-government 

militias in general, after which pro-government militias in Afghanistan will be covered. 

The intervention in Afghanistan was a reaction to the 9/11 attacks in 2001. In the run 

up to the intervention, the international community kept distant from the Islamic Emirate of 

Afghanistan between the period of 1996 and 2001 (Wagemaker, 2012). In that period, the 

international community did carry out humanitarian help, as the world had seen degrading 

scenes coming from Afghanistan under Taliban rule, but this help was limited. In the run up 

to the intervention in 2001, the national security interests of the US in regard to Al-Qaida and 

the Taliban grew, as the US had been increasingly targeted by terrorist attacks around the 

world (Wagemaker, 2012; Kamminga, 2021). At the same time Al-Qaida were using Afghan 
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soil as a training ground for terrorists. After the 9/11 attacks, the US was convinced that, if 

not stopped, Al-Qaida could again be planning a terrorist attack on US territory. The Taliban 

therefore were partly responsible for the attacks. This wasn’t the first time the Taliban had 

been appointed partly responsible for terrorist’s attack carried out by Al-Qaida. In 1998 the 

UN Security Council declared that the Taliban was partly responsible for terrorist attacks in 

Africa. Because Taliban troops continued to use of Afghan territory. The Taliban utilised the 

land to hide, prepare, and organise terrorist operations (Ibid.). 

Eventually, on July 30th of 2001, the UN security council unanimously agreed on 

Resolution 1363, in which Afghanistan was declared an international security threat for 

international peace and stability in the region (Wagemaker, 2012). This resolution laid the 

foundation of the international support for the military intervention in Afghanistan after 9/11. 

Before the events in 2001, the international community did not have enough diplomatic and 

political support for a military intervention. Afghanistan itself was ‘ripe’ for an intervention 

since the Taliban took control in 1996. The humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan was growing, 

as Afghanistan was one of the poorest countries in the world and the position of women and 

girls was the worst in the world (Ibid). Resolution 1363 was an indicator for the growing 

support for a military intervention (Kamminga. 2021; Wagemaker, 2012). The 9/11 attacks in 

2001 created an opportunity for the international community to intervene in Afghanistan. The 

intervention can be viewed as a retaliation of the 9/11 attacks. Especially in the early months 

of the intervention, the motivation was more akin to retaliation than humanitarian concerns 

(Wagemaker, 2012). The so called ‘War on Terror’ was also motivated by national security 

interests of the United States (Holland & Aaronson, 2014; Eikenberry, 2013; Terpstra, 2020; 

George W. Bush, 2001). 

The intervention itself in the beginning was focussed on a fast overthrow of the 

Taliban regime, the defeat of Al-Qaida and the Taliban as a whole in Afghanistan. The 

legitimization for the intervention became rapidly clear. The UN Security Council judged that 

Article 51 was applicable. Article 51 states, that a state can only exercise its right to use force 

in self-defence if an armed attack occurs against that state (Feinstein, 2001). Therefore the US 

had the right to self-defence, which legitimized their military intervention in Afghanistan 

(Wagemaker, 2012; Feinstein, 2001; Kamminga, 2021). This meant that the US was at war, 

which simultaneously invoked NATO’s Article 5 (Wagenmaker, 2012; NATO, 2022a). 

Therefore, the US could count on its NATO allies, as ‘an attack on one, is an attack on all’ 

(NATO).  
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On the 7th of October in 2001 Operation Enduring Freedom started. The early phases 

mainly consisted out of airstrikes, which supported the US special forces, the Northen 

Alliance and other anti-Taliban forces (Laub, 2014). Kabul fell in November 2001, resulting 

in the invitation of the UN to several Afghan factions to the Bonn conference (Wagemaker, 

2012; Laub, 2014; Conrad, 2005). The intent was that the Afghan state would have taken as 

large a part as feasible in the statebuilding process. Lakhdar Brahimi, the conference's 

architect, sought to build up Afghan capacity first and foremost, therefore relying on a small 

number of foreign participants and as many Afghan employees as possible. (Chesterman, 

2002). Therefore, goal of the conference was to make Afghanistan a stable country that was 

able to resist extremist groups such as the Taliban and Al-Qaida. At the same time the goals 

of each actor sometimes differed. US’ focus was still on the ‘War on Terror’, whereas 

European actors wanted to shift towards the statebuilding of Afghanistan in which democracy 

and human rights played a central role. This plan was highly ambitious (Shurke, 2007). The 

Bonn conference did appoint a transition government, with Hamid Karzai as President 

(Wagemaker, 2012; Conrad, 2005). Karzai had to organize elections and had to make sure a 

constitution was drafted. The Bonn accords can be regarded as a framework for setting up a 

centralized government system in Afghanistan (Ibid.). The idea was that the statebuilding 

process would create a long-term effect in regard to economic and social development. To 

achieve ‘peace’ in Afghanistan, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was 

created by the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) in 2001. At first 

ISAF only operated in Kabul and in the region of Kabul to ensure that UN personnel and the 

transition government could do their jobs. It did not have a mandate to limit the power of 

warlords or to maintain the monopoly of violence in Afghanistan (Egnell, 2011; Wagemaker, 

2012). This meant that the more remote areas in Afghanistan were relatively untouched 

(Egnell, 2011). ISAF was only fully operational with a bigger mandate in 2006.  

 Paris (2004) suggested that peacebuilding efforts in fragile states, where the focus 

mainly lies on democratization process, such as in Afghanistan, can exacerbate the social 

conflicts laying underneath the society and therefore often sparked conflicts between locals. 

He also suggested that elections in these fragile states can only be successful when political 

institution are already built and functioning. The Bonn conference is doing the exact opposite, 

as it appoints an interim government which was required to call elections within a certain time 

frame. Collier & Hoeffler (2009) argued in line in with Paris, as early elections function as 

catalysers of electoral conflicts between competitors. Adding up, most Afghans didn’t have 
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experience with democratic institutions, as there had been conflict over the past two decennia 

and Afghans learned to survive by siding with the ‘right’ group and adapting to their morals 

(Wagemaker, 2012).  

Tilly (1985) argues that states arise from competition and the ability to control a 

territory and its population, and that statebuilding starts with the monopolization of violence 

(Taylor & Botea, 2008). In this first phase, capital and coercion are the factors which declare 

state formation: the ones who are able to accumulate the most resources for the exercise of 

coercion becomes the ruler of the state. In the beginning of state making, as Tilly argues, there 

is a period of intensely fragmented sovereignty. Wagemaker (2012) argues that this is also the 

case in Afghanistan. As, local commanders were the most important rulers. These rulers were 

benefiting from a non-functioning Afghan state, as they were able to gain power via the 

informal economy. With this in mind, statebuilding could not be accomplished by the Afghan 

government alone. The intervening force, in this case predominantly the US, had to create the 

monopoly of violence for the Afghan government (Ibid.). Because the US was the intervening 

actor, the ‘coercive’ aspect of statebuilding had to be interpreted in a positive way, not the 

negative: violence (Ibid.). This meant that the population of Afghanistan was needed within 

the statebuilding process. The Afghans themselves had to be able to recognize themselves in 

the state. The winning of hearts and minds (WHAM) was supposed to play a crucial part in 

this. Since President Obama took office in 2009, the intervention in Afghanistan emphasized a 

more population-centric counterinsurgency approach. Securing the population (including 

winning the hearts and minds) and reducing civilian casualties are now centric for the 

counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan (Lamb & Cinnamond, 2009). Before 2009 the 

intervention could be better characterized as enemy centric (Egnell, 2011). 

The enemy-and population-centric approach are part of counterinsurgency. But before 

delving into that, the topic has to be further introduced. An insurgency is a political and 

military non-state entity that aims to seize territory and thereby undermines the legitimacy of 

the state while enhancing the insurgent group's power and legitimacy (Jardine & Palamar, 

2013; Paul et al., 2016; Hoffman, 2011). Counterinsurgency itself can be interpreted in a lot 

of different ways. In general, it is understood as a battle between insurgents and the state’s 

government (and its allies) for the control over the population (Kitzen, 2017). It is argued that 

the success or failure of counterinsurgency depends on the ability to provide order and 

security (Jardine & Palamar; Wagemaker, 2012). Similarly, the US Army Field Manual (FM) 

3-24 argues that insurgents thrive from chaos and disorder, counterinsurgency succeeds when 
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it is able to provide order (Jardine & Palamar, 2013). Paul et al. (2016) defines 

counterinsurgency as an effort taken by the government (or its allies) to oppose the 

insurgency. Jardine & Palamar (2013) are more specific in their definition of 

counterinsurgency, they argue that it involves a range of political and military efforts, which 

includes development, warfare and political programs. All this in order to strengthen the 

legitimacy and popularity of the state government.  

Counterinsurgency operations can be conducted in several different forms. There is a 

difference between enemy-centric and population-centric counterinsurgency. The enemy-

centric approach suggests that insurgents are the main generator of insecurity for civilians. 

Therefore, destroying the insurgency via offensive military action, would create a secure 

environment for the population and at the same time eliminates the actor who challenges the 

state’s authority, resulting in the return of stability (Jardine & Palamar, 2013). This enemy-

centric idea is as old as war, concentrating on the enemy's forces rather than attempting to 

engage the population in which this enemy operates (Miron, 2019). Miron distinguishes two 

different forms of the enemy-centric approach: regular and irregular warfare. Regular 

warfare involves the more conventional state-on-state conflict, while irregular warfare is to be 

considered asymmetric, the conflicts between state and non-state actors. Regular warfare does 

not take into consideration small wars, instead it is based on the more conventional war 

approach, where the central idea: destruction of the enemy is in place. Within the irregular 

warfare the destruction of the enemy is not the primary goal. This is because in small wars the 

enemies are harder to identify.  

In contrast to the enemy-centric approach, the population-centric approach addresses 

the importance of popular support and the underlying grievances that the insurgents have 

caused, rather than focussing on the insurgency itself as primary reason for instability (Miron, 

2019). The population-centric approach implies that the control over the population is a 

matter of collaboration between the government and the local population (Kitzen, 2017). 

Kilcullen (2006, p3.) argues that the population-centric counterinsurgency is about building 

collaboration towards a set of common goals rather than to impose order through 

unchallenged domination. The idea behind this is that the more the government is able to 

collaborate, the stronger its control is over the population, and inconsequence, this weakens 

the position of the insurgents (Kitzen, 2017). At the same time, according to Kitzen, the 

population-centric counterinsurgency approach argues that collaboration is crucial in order to 

legitimize the government’s authority. As mentioned earlier, the population-centric 
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counterinsurgency approach has been applied in Afghanistan since 2009 (Lamb & 

Cinnamond, 2009).  

One of the most popular population-centric counterinsurgency approaches is ‘winning 

of hearts and minds’ (WHAM). WHAM is considered to be one of the most successful 

approaches (Hultman, 2012; Fishstein & Wilder, 2012; Feffer & Njubi & Nesbitt, 2013). 

Winning hearts and minds of the population is considered to be one of the primary goals in 

counterinsurgency operations in general. The core idea of the approach is to apply 

development strategies, using minimal force, and address political grievances that drive the 

insurgents. This all-in order to turn the population against the insurgents and in favour for the 

counterinsurgents (Fishstein & Wilder, 2012). The counterinsurgency strategy of the 

government has to entail two aspects. First, it has to convince the population that they have 

the capacity to govern but also that they have the willingness and the ability to protect the 

population at the same time (Jardine & Palamar, 2013). Stabilizing districts therefore is of 

crucial importance, because otherwise statebuilding efforts cannot succeed (Fishstein & 

Wilder, 2012).  

Another factor which is important in regard to the population-centric approach is to 

avoid civilian causalities during counterinsurgency operations (Hultman, 2012). In 

Afghanistan, counterinsurgency operations failed to do so. The number of civilian casualties 

increased, and many of these civilians were killed in crossfire or indirectly through imprecise 

attacks (Hultman, 2012.). While the Taliban are infamous for causing civilians deaths, also 

the counterinsurgency forces have been responsible for a large number of civilian casualties, 

mainly caused by US bombings in the early stages of the intervention (Herold, 2001). In 

2006, the UN predicted that around one third of the people which that were killed were 

civilians, the other two third were alleged to be either security forces, militias or insurgents 

(Hultman, 2012). In 2008, around 45% of the civilian casualties were caused by international 

forces (Hultman, 2012). Most deaths were the consequence of the so called ‘opportunity’ 

strikes, which are unplanned air strikes when ground troops encountered enemy forces 

(Human Rights Watch, 2008). Too many civilian deaths caused by COIN actors developed 

distrust among the civilians. These actors were the Afghan National police (ANP), Afghan 

National Army (ANA), ANSF and ISAF. This led to destabilization of several district in 

Afghanistan and in the end in the failure of the COIN program itself (Ibid.). 
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2.1 The use of pro-government militia forces  

Militias emerged in all kinds of civil wars, including irregular civil wars in which 

states seek high quality local information, ethnic insurgencies and wars against foreign 

occupiers (Jentzsch et al., 2015; Kalyvas, 2006; Branch, 2007). Members of militia groups, 

just like rebel groups, can be recruited coercively or join voluntarily (Jentzsch et al., 2015). 

States are delegating violence to militias as they are more and more collaborating with 

militias during armed conflicts (Ibid.). The reasoning behind that, is that militias are more 

feasible in providing local knowledge and collect intelligence necessary in the conflict. A 

second reason for the state to collaborate or use militias is that their own military isn’t able, or 

it is too weak, to face domestic rebellions in certain regions of the state.  

Pro-government militia forces were part of the counterinsurgency strategy applied in 

Afghanistan. But before delving into to these militias in Afghanistan, pro-government militias 

will be defined, and their pros and cons will be discussed. Pro-government militias (PGMs) 

are being defined by Carey et al., (2013, p.250) based on four different criteria:  

1. is identified as pro-government or sponsored by the government (national or 

subnational) 

2. is identified as not being part of the regular security forces 

3. is armed, and  

4.  has some level of organisation.  

Carey et al., (2013) distinguishes three types of PGMs: informal, semi-official and 

government linked. Informal PGMs may be armed and trained by the government but do not 

have an official link with the government and are not acknowledges as such. Semi-official 

PGMs can be subordinate to the regular forces but are separate from regular security or police 

forces. The government-linked PGMs are officially connected to the state’s government.  

Jentzsch et al (2015) is in disagreement about the link to the state to define armed 

militias. According to Jentzsch et al (2015) militias are often controlled or co-opt by 

government representatives, but they can shift their loyalties and may pursue an agenda which 

are contradicting the interests of the state. This is called the anti-rebel dimension (Jentzsch et 

al., 2015) 
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 There are several tenable reasons why militias are used. PGMs can have effective and 

feasible means within COIN, because PGMs can provide valuable local knowledge for the 

government and collect intelligence (Jentzsch et al., 2015). That is why, in the past, local 

militias were used by different actors in their need for local collaboration (Kalyvas, 2008). 

Also, these militias served as a force multiplier for the regular armed forces, as regular forces 

were sometimes weak (Carey et al., 2013; Jentzsch et a., 2015). The ideology of the state 

influences the way militias are implemented. For example, fragmented regimes are more 

likely to tolerate the use of militias by political elites for private purposes. Authoritarian 

regimes might create militias as a method of ‘coup-proofing’ (Ibid.). This shows that there is 

not just one reason for the use of PGMs. An assumption that is often made is that PGMs are 

subservient to the state. This is not true, as a state’s tolerance or collaborations of militia does 

not mean they have full control over their formation and activities (Ibid). Even in cases where 

the state imposes the use of militias, these militias may evolve into forces with their own 

agendas, goals and interests. Militias can also be established from below, out of local 

initiatives. Jentzsch et al (2015) argues that this occurs as a local reaction to insurgent 

violence. An example is given by Blocq (2014). He argues in his study about South Sudan, 

that the emergence of local armed self-defence forces, as a response to indiscriminate 

insurgent violence, depended on the perception of insurgent violence as being fuelled by 

neighbouring tribes, which made armed resistance both necessary and manageable.  

2.2 Pro-government militia in Afghanistan: The Afghan Local Police 

(ALP) 

The use of pro-government militias was part of the counterinsurgency strategy in 

Afghanistan. Militia forces were often used to increase the security in rural regions where the 

presence of the ANA, ANP and ISAF was limited (Felbab-Brown, 2016). The main goal of 

these militias was to decrease the military strength of the Taliban, and therefore increase the 

stability in the region. But sometime, militia forces served their own agenda rather than the 

agenda of their external supporter, as discussed above. Especially when the central 

government’s ability to influence and control militia behaviour was limited. Besides, some of 

these militias were ethnically divided, which caused instability within these militias itself 

(Jalali, 2016).  

This thesis researched the most well-known PGM of Afghanistan: The Afghan Local 

Police. The program began in Kabul, the Combined Forces Special Operations Component 
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Command - Afghanistan (CFSOCC-A), under the direction of Brigadier General Edward 

Reeder, was developing plans to send US and Afghan Special Forces (ASF) into villages 

where they would train and support "village defence forces" to fend off the Taliban (Moyar, 

2014; Hulslander & Spivey, 2012). The Afghan National Police (ANP) therefore could focus 

on offensive counters rather than the security of villages already seized from the Taliban. The 

Afghan Local Police is part of the overarching Village Stability Operations program (VSO) 

(Moyar, 2014; Petit, 2011: Moir, 2020). The members of the ALP had to originate from the 

district in which they were active, and also important, had to have the intention of staying 

afterwards. Therefore, the ALP relied on the population of the villages itself. The ideology 

behind this principle is that people are intensely invested in defending their own community, a 

trait of which the ALP used (Jalali, 2016). This is one of the main reasons why in this thesis 

different units of the ALP are studied. There is no ‘one’ ALP. There are multiple units divided 

over different districts and villages in the country.  

The ALP were sponsored and supported by the US and UK. They cooperated with 

local elders and government officials (Vincent et al., 2015). The Afghan Public Protection 

Project (AP3), the Local Defence Initiative, and a variety of other militia programmes, such as 

the Afghan National Auxiliary Police, laid the groundworks for the ALP. These programmes 

encouraged and reinforced the rural tradition of self-defence. All previous government 

organized militia were merged into the ALP, which placed them all under the Ministry of 

Interior (MOI) and subjected them to the Afghan National Police's command at the district 

and provincial level (Hakimi, 2013). As mentioned earlier, the ALP’s task is to defend 

communalities in regions where there is limited presence of ANA, ANP and international 

forces (Felbab-Brown, 2016; Human Rights Watch, 2011; Netherlands, The: Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2016). In reality, Hakimi (2013) argues, that the ALP was mainly used as a 

tool for the US forces. The ALP would be the first to encounter Taliban fighters. In this way 

the US would have less military engagement and therefore have less American casualties. 

Besides, US special forces used the militias for nigh raids and targeting insurgents rather than 

protecting the population (Ibid.). On the other hand, local militias come with their advantages. 

Militias are more familiar with the population in a certain district, they are more aware of the 

terrain, and they know the insurgents’ tactics and preferences better than the external forces 

(Moyar, 2014).  
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Goodhand & Hakimi (2014) argued that the ALP program itself was a result of a 

compromise of different actors. The actors involved had different interests and competing 

rationales. The motives of the actors involved included, fighting the Taliban, securing the 

state, protecting oneself or one's neighbourhood, maintaining the status quo, renegotiating 

power relations, extending patronage links, obtaining outside resources, and settling scores 

(Ibid). And even if these goals were met, it could not compete with the losses it had to 

encounter to reach these goals. This is especially clear when considering the number of lives 

lost during this conflict. Another factor was, that short term successes had severe and 

irreversible costs for the long term. Their study suggests that there is a need to look further 

than the Taliban-anti-Taliban fault line. As there is a more complex situation which contain 

micro cleavages. The ALP was used as a tool to settle score for old conflicts, and therefore 

they undermined the state’s authority (Ibid). At the same time, the international forces were 

drawn into these local conflicts as they supported and sponsored the ALP forces.  

Cecchinel (2013) conducted her research in the Chahrdrara district in Kunduz and 

argues that the ALP did not only compete with the Taliban, but also with its supervisor, the 

ANP. Although the ALP and the Taliban were the two main actors in the conflict in this 

district, the conflict itself was not bilateral, but, according to Cecchinel, the conflict could 

better be described as multilateral. As the ALP units clashed with other ALP units and 

civilians were often involved in the conflict. For the population in Chahrdrara it was 

impossible to stay out of the conflict as they either had to side with the ALP or with the 

Taliban. They most often decided along lines of ethnic affiliation (Cecchinel, 2013).  

Felbab-Brown (2016) argues that the usage of the militia forces often requires a long-

term management and deep involvement of the US. But a risk of using militia, is that they can 

go rogue, if this happens the chances are high that the militia will eventually contradict the 

interest of the US and the Afghan government (Felbab-Brown, 2016; Laub, 2014) Therefore 

the long-term assessment should get a more prominent role in regard to the use of militias. 

Especially, it has to be clear which factors influence the ability to provide stabilization the 

most. This has not yet been done.  

3. Theoretical framework  

Various factors influenced the ability of the ALP to stabilize a region. In this section 

these factors will be discussed. This will be done in three specific provinces: Paktika, Baghlan 
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and Helmand. These three provinces are selected on the basis of multiple criteria, these 

criteria will be discussed more elaborate in the methodological chapter. The factors which 

might affected the ability of stabilization of a province operate on multiple levels. These 

levels will be discussed in this chapter.  

3.1 Operationalization  

This thesis deals with a lot of different concepts that are important for the hypotheses. 

Therefore, it is important to first define these concepts before delving into the hypotheses of 

this thesis. Starting with ethnicity and ethnic solidarity.  

The definition of ethnicity that I will use in this thesis is that of Gray (2001): The 

ethnic group or groups that people identify with or feel they belong to. Ethnicity is a measure 

of cultural affiliation, as opposed to race, ancestry or nationality. Thus, ethnicity is self-

perceived and people can affiliate with more than one ethnic group (p.1). 

Ethnicity in Afghanistan has played a role in politics for centuries. As the state used 

ethnic patterns to regulate access to public offices and goods (Conrad, 2005). Pashtuns were 

for a long time the dominant ethnicity in Afghanistan and therefore receiving the most 

valuable territories, including oases and nomads. This unequal treatment formed stereotypes 

amongst different ethnical groups and created ethnical hierarchy (Ibid). During the Soviet 

war, ethnic affiliation was used to create militias. This trend continued after the US invasion 

in Afghanistan. One of the most well-known examples is the Uzbek militia of Rashid Dostum. 

After September 11th, ethnicity was seen by the international actors as main driver for 

conflicts in the state. It was also a useful navigational tool, the ‘Uzbek’ Dostum, the ‘Tajik’ 

Rabbani helped in that process. Ethnicity for this reason is part of this thesis as, these ethnic 

patters, still play a role in the distribution of goods, offices and eventually also within the 

ALP. With the formation of militias based on ethnic affiliation, the following concept comes 

to notion: ethnical solidarity. Ethnic solidarity enables people to form networks of mutual 

respect and support, collecting resources inside the group to get around obstacles they might 

otherwise encounter in mainstream society (Yoon, 2013., p. 30). Ethnic solidarity is important 

for minority groups because it organizes the social structures and community (Ibid).  

The next concept is the concept of tribes in Afghanistan. Tribes fulfil diverse political 

roles including serving as political administration, resolve legal issues, and occasionally 
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having their own local legal courts (Myers, 2013). They operate autonomously and sustain 

their own systems, occasionally they work together with other tribes in the region to gain 

political advantages. These tribes make use of their own security forces. In the Afghan 

tradition these tribes’ security forces are called arbakai (Felbab-Brown, 2016; Tariq, 2008; 

Schmeidl & Karokhail, 2009). These local security providers have long been part of 

Afghanistan's history, predominantly associated with tribes. They exhibit stronger loyalty to 

their respective tribes than to the Afghan government. Loyalty is important within tribes, as it 

is derived from familial relationships and kinship, as tribes represent local interests.  

It is important to state the difference between tribal militia and warlord militias, as 

both are powerful in Afghanistan but distinct from each other. Therefore, they may not always 

be seen as the same. Tribal militias are often organized based on next of kin or place of 

residence. Each potential call to arms involves the participation of a local council, shura or 

jirga. This is significantly different from warlord militias, which involve a charismatic leader 

focusing on the individual rather than on the community (Jones & Munoz, 2010). Their goal 

is to monopolize violence and power instead of protecting the community using violence, as 

the tribal militias do. Lastly, tribal leaders perceive themselves as part of the community and 

are accountable to jirgas and shuras, while warlords consider themselves above the tribe 

(Ibid). Malejacq (2019) uses the Orientalist definition of warlords: warlords are astute 

political entrepreneurs with the ability to control a territory and organize violence, and exert 

their authority across different spheres, including economic, military, ideology, social and 

political (p.4).  

Important in this thesis is the ability of the ALP to provide stability. Therefore stability 

(and instability) has to be measured in some kind of way. The most basic measurement tool 

for stability and instability is the decrease or the increase of violence in a certain area. This is 

better defined in term of the progress towards stabilizing the operational environment 

(Caldwell, 2008). Adding up, stability does not stop with the decreasing of violence itself but 

also with the creation of conditions that support safety. This includes humanitarian access to 

non-governmental agencies and government agencies. In that way the whole region, or 

province can stabilize. Figure 1 shows the scale in which stability can balance according to 

Caldwell (2008). This shows that there is not either stability or instability, but it fluctuates on 

a scale.  
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Figure 1: scale of stability: failing or success?  

 

High level of violence      Low level of violence  

Failure           success 

Murphy (2010) suggests in his handbook of assessment and measures of effectiveness 

in stability operations that, not listening to elders within a conflict situation leads to 

instability, because, the elders, know the needs of the people best. The influence of the elders 

on the ALP, and to what extent the ALP and the (international) security forces indeed listen to 

these elders regarding local dynamics and needs, influences the stability overall. If they don’t 

listen, this could lead to instability in the district in which they are operational. 

3.2 (Dis)proportionality within the ALP’s composition 

The influence of ethnic disproportionality could potentially be result from inconclusive 

vetting and recruitment procedures (Marquis et al., 2016). The Ministry of Interior (MOI) was 

primarily responsible for recruiting ALP members. While some argue that the MOI were 

reasonably successful in this, other disagree. The MOI was not able to protect ALP units from 

criminal, insurgent, or powerbroker influences while preserving ethnic and tribal balances 

within the ALP in the long run (Ibid.).  

An important part of the vetting procedure is the shura, which is the most important 

council of leaders in the community. It has an important role in the establishment of the ALP 

in their respective district, and therefore at the same time, a lot of influence. But sometimes 

the shura procedure was left out of the vetting process, due to the inability to reach an 

agreement, because of ethnic or tribal division (Moyar, 2014). Alternatively, the elders from 

the particular district, aligned themselves with militia leaders during the vetting process, 

especially if it benefits their interests, and if it involved exploiting their rival villages (Felbab-

Brown, 2016). The consequence may be that the ALP imposed a tyranny of the majority. This 

due to ethnic and tribal disputes and eventually, resulting in disbalance in the province (Ibid). 

The composition of the ALP therefore is crucial. As local men are probably more loyal 

to their tribe than they are to the Afghan government. When the ALP represented the dominant 

tribe, they (red. the ALP) were more likely to be perceived as legitimate (Felbab-brown, 2016). 

However, if the composition of the district or province consisted out of multiple tribes without 

Instability    violence            stability  
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one dominant tribe, it is considered to have a heterogenous composition. If tribes were not 

evenly represented in the ALP, or only one of the tribes was included, this led to destabilization 

of the district. As the men were more loyal to their tribe than they were to the ALP. Additionally, 

other tribes may feel underrepresented, and perceived the ALP as a threat, because one tribe in 

the district received significantly more resources from the government than the other (Ibid). 

The same consideration applies to ethnic differences. Rather than having a single ALP 

unit responsible for the security of the entire province, there are multiple units assigned to 

different villages within the province. It is crucial to examine the ethnicity of the ALP in these 

districts and assess how over or underrepresentation of specific ethnic groups may affect 

provincial stability. Because underrepresented ethnic groups could feel distance from the ALP, 

as they felt not represented by them. Conversely, if the ALP in a certain region only consisted 

out of one ethnic group, while the district itself consisted out of a multitude of ethnic groups, 

the ALP could misuse their power to favour their own ethnic group. As a result, the following 

hypothesis have been formulated: 

H1: A disproportionate composition of the ALP is more likely to have destabilizing 

effect on the province as a whole. 

pre-existing conflicts and the targeting of specific groups by the ALP, are two factors 

that are a further effect of H1. The pre-existing ethnic or tribal conflicts within Afghan 

provinces were highly intricate, influenced by factors such as ethnicity and tribalism 

affiliations. Local powerbrokers often exhibit favouritism or had connections within specific 

groups and prey on potential rivals (Van Bijlert, 2009). Consequently, the ALP had to deal 

with complexities of either ethnicity, tribalism or both. During the vetting procedure of the 

ALP, consultations with elders, who themselves represent a certain ethnicity and/or tribe, are 

common. Considering pre-existing ethnic or tribal conflicts becomes crucial when 

determining the selection of ALP commanders within a given district. As they were, in some 

cases, responsible for the composition of the ALP units. If the ALP consisted out of an 

ethnical group which was already in conflict with other ethnical groups, they were likely to 

use the power and resources of the ALP, to settle disputes, rather than fighting the Taliban. 

This also accounted for tribalism. Tribalism tries to preserve a tribal society's structure, 

traditions, and autonomy (Myers, 2013). The composition of the ALP therefore is crucial in 

districts where there was pre-existing conflict as it could determine the ability of the ALP to 

stabilize the district and eventually, the province.  
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Another possible effect of the disproportionality of the composition in ALP units was 

that militias could abuse their powers against other ethnic or tribal groups. If within an ALP 

unit only one ethnic group or one tribe was vetted and recruited, this resulted into abuse of 

violence. This could go hand in hand with the pre-existing conflicts discussed earlier. If ALP 

units had a disproportionate composition and the district struggles with local conflict, abuse of 

power is more likely. This abuse expresses itself in particular against the underrepresented 

groups within the ALP units. The two concept, pre-existing conflict and the targeting of 

specific groups, therefore, are important to include in the effect of the disproportionality in the 

composition of the ALP.  

3.3 Resource shortages 

Another factor that influences on the ability of the ALP to provide stability, is the level 

of resources the ALPs get from the US and the MOI. Resources can be divided in military 

equipment and salary for the ALP’s officers. In the beginning of the ALP, coalition assistance 

was necessary as the MOI was struggling to provide the ALP with the necessary resources 

(Marquis, 2016). As a result, the ALPs sometimes circumvented the MOI (Cordesman, 2020). 

Consequently, weapons were directly provided to the ALP by the US, bypassing the MOI. It 

was only since 2015 that the MOI took charge of supplying the ALP in Afghanistan. The 

logistics capabilities and prospects of MOI received mixed appraisals from Coalition officials 

in 2013. It was challenging for Afghans to push and pull military equipment and supplies in a 

timely manner. The Afghan logistical system was not effective and full of corruption 

(Marquis et al., 2016). While sometime the MOI was able to meet the ALP unit requirements, 

other ALP units faced serious supply and equipment shortages.  

The issue of salaries of ALP personnel is the other kind of resource that could have an 

effect on the ability of the ALP to provide stability. The Ministry of Interior in (MOI) is 

responsible for the distribution of the salaries amongst the ALP members. While the US funds 

these salaries, the US is not directly responsible for the distribution of these salaries. In terms 

of salary payment, the ALP falls under the MOI but is not included in the authorized Afghan 

National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) personnel, for which a national fund is 

created by donors. Only the US and the Afghan government provide funding for the ALP 

(SIGAR, 2019). 
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The MOI struggled with the distribution of the salaries, as their system is not up to 

date and therefore vulnerable for corruption. This has led to payments being made to "ghosts 

fighters," referring to ALP members who do not actually exist. Consequently, multiple ALP 

members have been underpaid due to the depletion of the salary budget caused by these 

"ghost fighters." If salaries are not paid on time or if they fall short of what had been 

promised, ALP members may be more prone to rebellion or even aligning themselves with the 

Taliban or other anti-government militia.  

Based on these two factors, the following hypothesis has been drafted:  

H2: If resource requirements for the ALP are met, they are more likely to stabilize the 

province.  

3.4 typology  

It is interesting to put the two hypotheses, drafted in the previous part, together. This in 

order to create a better overview in the end and by doing so the ability to compare the 

provinces is even bigger. The disproportionality of the composition of the ALP units will be 

taken into consideration in the one side of the typology, The composition of the ALP unit can 

either be proportional or disproportional in regard to the ethnic or tribal proportionality of the 

district in which the ALP operates. The other side will contain the extent to which the 

resource requirements are met, these can either be low or high. See figure 2. 

Figure 2: typology  

 Proportionate composition 

of the ALP 

Disproportionate 

composition of the ALP 

Resource requirements are 

met 

Best possible situation: The 

composition of the ALP is 

proportionate while resource 

requirements are met, 

stability in the province is 

most likely. 

Situation in which the 

composition of the ALP is 

disproportionate, but 

resource requirements are 

met, stability in the province 

is possible, although hard to 

acquire. 
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Resource requirements are 

not met 

The composition of the ALP 

is proportionate but at the 

same time resource 

requirements are not met, 

stabilizing the province is a 

possibility, though harder to 

achieve than when the 

requirements were met.  

Worst possible situation: 

The composition of the ALP 

is disproportionate and 

resource requirement are not 

met, stability in the province 

is least likely. 

*Resource requirements contain both military equipment and salaries 

4. Methodology 

Before delving into the analyses, the methodology will be discussed, explaining the 

choice for a qualitative multi-case design with a comparative aspect. Once the methodology, 

particularly the case selection, which is vital to the thesis, is clear, the analysis will proceed.   

This thesis focusses on three particular cases concerning the ALP in Afghanistan. 

therefore, the qualitative method has been chosen to apply to these cases. As briefly 

mentioned in the literature review, this thesis will conduct research Paktika, Baghlan and 

Helmand. The Afghan Local Police (ALP) has been active in all of these provinces. It is 

interesting to compare the outcomes of the implemented policies and actions of the ALP and 

how they affected the stability of each province. The Afghan Ministry of State eventually took 

charge of the ALP, but the US provided the majority of its funding. This indicates that many 

actors have been involved in each of these provinces. This is important because the scope of 

the cases determines the boundaries of the conclusions, that are possible to make (Beach & 

Pederson, 2016). Simultaneously, it can be stated that this is a multiple case study, as three 

provinces are being researched. The research is qualitative because it examines (independent) 

documents, literature, and reports rather than using statistical analyses. I strive to best explain 

the hypotheses that have been generated within the theoretical framework using these sources. 

Each hypothesis will be examined in three different cases, and therefore determining which 

factors are important concerning the success or the failure of ALP in certain provinces. 

 Within the multiple case design, each case must be selected to predict contrasting 

results, but for predictable reasons (Yin, 2002., p. 47). That is what I am doing, as I expect the 
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provinces to have different outcomes for some factors, as they differ from each other. The 

rationale of the multiple case study design is that the cases are chosen on prior knowledge of 

their outcomes (Yin, 2002). As in this thesis, to some extent the success and failures of some 

ALP division in each of the three cases are known. Comparative research allows for complex 

and non-linear interpretations because it works with a small N of cases, and in this thesis, only 

three (Nissen, 1998). At the same time there are more variables than cases, which 

characterizes the comparative aspect of this research. Each case is researched by the factors 

discussed in the theocratical framework, therefore each case is examined as a whole. The 

results of each case are compared with each other as wholes (Nissen, 1998., p. 405). The 

comparative analyses’ goal is to create an entire image and interpreted the different cases 

from as many factors as possible. As it is in this thesis, where the number of cases is far less 

than the number of factors. N is smaller than the number of factors. With the comparative 

component in this thesis, I aim to identify the deviant case. While I have some knowledge of 

the outcomes regarding the success of the ALP in certain provinces, I want to understand why 

they differ. Therefore, I try to identify differences or similarities in the factors between the 

provinces to ultimately assess the hypotheses outlined in the theoretical framework (Smelster, 

1976).  

4.1 Case selection 

This thesis will include three Afghan provinces: Paktika, Baghlan and Helmand. Each 

case has been selected based on the mixed results they have shown during the ALP’s presence 

in these provinces. Paktika is a province in the Southeast of Afghanistan, where the ALP 

presence had a seemingly positive effect on the security in the province. Elders felt more in 

control over their village and their neighbouring villages, as it brought tribes together in the 

contest with the insurgents (Hart, 2011). In contrast to Paktika, ALP was not as well received 

in Baghlan. While some villages in Paktika requested the ALP's presence, the ALP was 

mostly forced upon Baghlan. The district councils even informed the Ministry of Interior 

(MOI) that the ALP would not have a stabilizing effect in the region, but would create the 

opposite, it would destabilize the province (Human Rights Watch, 2011). In Baghlan the US 

forces already worked close with certain militias, but these militias, including Nur-ur Haq, 

were not undisputed (Ibid.). This resulted in a challenging start for the ALP in Baghlan, the 

opposite thus from Paktika. The Helmand province is considered by the Ministry of Defence 

as a ‘reputational risk’ (Stevens, 2013). This is because the past experiences have shown that 
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militias in Helmand were extremely violent during the Soviet War. But at the same time, 

Stevens (2013) shows the relative success of some militia forces in the Helmand province in 

the presence. For example, the southern Nas-e Ali region was remarkably calm, which was 

unexpected for many years. One could arguethat implementing the ALP for that reason was a 

risk in a province like Helmand. Together these three provinces are well suited to comparison 

in this research. One appears to be successful (Paktika), the other province is balancing 

between success and failure (Baghlan), and the last province is not as successful (Helmand). 

The three provinces in this thesis were also selected based on geographical aspects. Paktika 

borders Pakistan, Baghlan which is in the North of Afghanistan and therefore also has to deal 

with the Northern Alliance, and Helmand is situated in the South of Afghanistan. By 

including provinces from different regions, the thesis aims to capture a more comprehensive 

understanding of the extent to which the ALP can provide stability and security. This 

approach enables the analysis to better reflect the overall situation in Afghanistan, as opposed 

to focusing solely on three provinces from either the South or the North. 

The analyses will cover the time period of 2010, when the ALP was created, up until 

its dissolution in 2020 (Clark, 2020). The funding of the ALP ceased on 30 September 2020, 

with the expectation that the ALP would be able to function independently without US 

funding, relying solely on the Afghan government's financial support (Ibid.). The three 

provinces will be evaluated during the course of these ten years based on the occurrences and 

outcomes of those events in the three chosen provinces. 

Since there are multiple districts within each province, this thesis will frequently 

discuss various districts within the chosen provinces. While the hypotheses are formulated in 

relation to the provinces, it is (sometimes) more reasonable to draw conclusions at the district 

level. To avoid generalizing the entire province while focusing solely on a single district (if 

possible), additional districts within each province will be discussed as extensively as 

possible. 

There are many factors to consider when selecting cases for a thesis. The proportion of 

variables that are comparable is first taken into consideration when determining the 

comparability of variables (Sartori, 1991). Which takes me to the next consideration that 

needs to be made not all elements have the same significance in each case (Ibid). According 

to this theory, every effect in every province must be viewed as distinct before being fully 
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able to compare with one another. This can be done by using by comparable sources for each 

province.  

4.2 Data, limitation and generalisability  

The sources that will be used in this thesis will mainly consist of the secondary 

literature which will contain literature, independent reports, independent research and state 

documents. The Afghan Analyst Network is one of my main sources in regard to information 

about certain tribes, ethnic groups, militias and other events surrounding the ALP in 

Afghanistan. The Afghan Analyst Network is a non-profit research organization that conducts 

field research in Afghanistan, providing reliable information from local villages, rather than 

relying solely on sources with clear biased positions within the conflict, such as the US 

Department of State. Other independent non-profit organizations used in this study include the 

Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) and Human Rights Watch 

(HRW). SIGAR is an independent oversight authority in the US, responsible for providing 

objective oversight of reconstruction budgets in Afghanistan. 

 I am aware of the limitations as a researcher in relying solely on secondary literature. 

But it is simply not possible for me to do research in Afghanistan due to obvious reasons. 

Adding to that, is that I am going to be (partially) dependent on state documents, which could 

entail some biases in favour of one party within the conflict. I take these factors into 

consideration as much as possible. Moreover, the availability of literature may vary among 

provinces, leading to a more detailed analysis of certain factors in one province compared to 

the others. This will be taken into account when discussing the overall conclusions of this 

thesis. 

Inherently there is no goal of generalisability as I want to specifically know the 

difference between the provinces and the reasons why in some provinces ALP was able to 

create some stability while in other province, it did only have a destabilizing effect. But it is 

possible that in the end, the factors that are of influence on the stabilization and 

destabilization are generalizable to other Afghan provinces and even to other cases outside 

Afghanistan. This could be the case when an international nation/coalition sponsors local 

militia to create stability in regions that the government of the host-nation and the 

international nation/coalition is not able to reach, in a country other than Afghanistan.  



27 
 

5. The analyses  

Militias have been a key feature in Afghanistan since the beginning of the invasion in 

2001 (Felbab-Brown, 2016). Initially, the US military primarily relied on a limited number of 

US forces and provided support for warlords and anti-Taliban militia. The ALP is yet another 

militia which the US utilized in their counterinsurgency strategy. 

  ‘no one protects their home like a homeowner’ is what the creator of the Afghan 

Local Police (ALP), General David Petraeus said during a NATO training mission (2011) 

(Ruttig, 2013). It comes to no surprise that the ALP has been one of the key instruments of the 

US and its allies in regard to their strategy in Afghanistan (Moyar, 2014). The program was 

established in August 2010 under presidential decree by President Karzai, who authorized 

formation of the ALP (Saum-Manning, 2012; Planty & Perito, 2013). Karzai demanded that 

the ALP was going to be a part of the Ministry of Interior (MOI). The name ALP was also 

significant to Karzai, because, in his opinion, the Afghan people associated the word "police" 

more positively than terms like militia. This was mainly due to the suffering they endured 

under militias in the 1990’s (Ibid). 

The ALP is part of the Village Stability operations (VSO) program, which is a broader 

security initiative in Afghanistan. Initially, the ALP was funded by the US Special Operations 

Forces (SOF) (Saum-Manning, 2012). The ALP was part of the counterinsurgency (COIN), 

which can be characterized as a bottom-up approach, that aims to create security and stability 

in regions surrounding rural villages. Its objective was to permanently transform the districts 

in order to assist the local government (Ibid.). The ALP facilitated connectivity between the 

local villages and the central government on three levels: security, governance and 

development. In comparison to past efforts, the main difference was that the ALP focussed 

more on long-term goals by addressing political, tribal, ethnic and social issues. Previous 

approaches primarily prioritized short-term security and stability issues (Ibid). However, ALP 

did show some elements of a top-down approach, as sometimes, the US and the Government 

of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA)e actively selected districts that had to 

participate in the ALP program. This site-selection was based on the strategic needs of a 

certain province. Typically, a district had to apply at the MOI to establish an active ALP 

program, it wasn’t an easy process for a district to obtain ALP involvement (Ibid.). 
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 The vetting procedure of the ALP is adapted to align with Afghan norms and values, 

relying on the involvement of the local Shura as the initial filter. This approach leverages 

traditional Afghan mechanisms of accountability (Saum-Manning, 2012.). The cultural norms 

that have been taken into account were the respect for local elders and family honour. As 

mentioned in the theoretical framework, tribalism played a role in the security and stability of 

the province, as ALP resources could potentially were used to settle old disputes between 

tribes or ethnic groups. The US argued that ethnicity and tribalism was necessary to mobilize 

people to join the ALP, and therefore fight the insurgents. The vetting procedure of the ALP 

is thus an important part concerning the stability in the province between tribal and ethnic 

groups (Moyar, 2014). It was never the intention of the US as well as the MOI to create more 

instability in the province by sparking another conflict. Because that resulted in having to deal 

with not only the Taliban but also with conflicts between tribal or ethnical groups. On the 

other hand, it is sometimes inevitable to choose sides within an ethnic or tribal dispute. 

Besides deciding which Shura to assign as creator of the ALP in the region, the MOI 

continued the vetting procedure by conducting background checks and drug tests.  

The ethnicity as well as the level of tribalism are part of the way the MOI in recruiting 

the ALP members. But before the recruiting process can be analysed within the provinces, the 

recruiting process of the MOI has to be explained. The MOI developed a doctrine regarding 

this recruitment. Prospective ALP recruits had to meet the following criteria (NSCOCCA, as 

quoted in Marquis et al., 2016):  

• Be patriotic, disciplined, and faithful to GIRoA development and prosperity. 

• Receive an original, valid national identification document (Tazkera). 

• Meet physical and mental health criteria and not be addicted to any drugs or alcohol. 

• Be willing to serve for a three-year period; contracts can be extended based on the need and 

approval of the ALP Directorate. 

• Be at least 18 and not more than 45 years of age (however, where there are not enough 

qualified recruits, an age waiver up to 50 years may be allowed by MOI). 
• Sign or thumb a written copy of a service commitment document their assignments. 

• Submit to background checks of their living place; recruits should be verified and endorsed by 

local intelligence organizations, such as anticrime and antiterrorism organizations. 

• Preferably be literate; educated volunteers will be given priority to join ALP. 

• Have a good reputation in the society, have no criminal record, and not be convicted of any 

crime of human 

rights. 

• Fill out and provide medical forms to verify health status. 

• Obey the prevailing laws of the country. 

• Protect public property and safeguard their weapons and equipment. 

• Carry their MOI-issued ALP identification card 
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Although these criteria were set up, it appeared that the criteria were not always met 

during the process. Adding up to that, the intention for the village elderly was to nominate 

these ALP commanders. In Baghlan, HRW indicated that local strongman, were nominated as 

commander, but did not take the recruitment criteria at hand for the selection of their 

members for the ALPs. Resulting into the recruitment of former fighters with the Islamist 

Hezb-i-Islam. Later these fighters became involved in illegal activities (Marquis et al., 2016).  

 Overall, all the factors that will be analysed contribute to the question to which level 

the ALP is able to provide security. Figure 3 provides an overview of the level of insecurity 

per province. This table indicates the level of insecurity in the provinces of Afghanistan 

around the time of the founding of the ALP.  

 

figure 3: level of insecurity in Afghanistan 

  

 Source: Asian foundation, Afghanistan 2008 

 The ALP was active in almost every province in Afghanistan besides: Khost, Panjshir, 

Samangan, Nimroz and Bamyan. Also, when ALP was active in a province it did not 

necessarily mean that the ALP was active in every district of a province but only in some 

districts (Netherlands, The: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2016).  
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5.1 Paktika  

Paktika consists of 19 districts. The district of which is most known in regard to the 

ALP is the Yahyakhel district, as it had been researched for several years by Clark. It was and 

is still one of the success stories of the ALP in Afghanistan (Clark et al., 2020). Two years 

after the implementation of the ALP, Yahyakhel went from ranking in the top three of most 

violent districts in Paktika in 2010, to bottom three in 2012 (Ibid.). What was even more 

significant is that the ALP is primarily responsible for the security in the province. In contrast 

to other provinces, it had a much lower proportion of the ANA or ANP present to provide 

security in the Yahyakhel district. So, what is happening here?  

In the beginning of the ALP in 2010, the Paktika province mainly belonged to the 

Taliban (Clark, 2018). In the Yahyakhel district, schools were closed, and shops were only 

open half of the day due to the constant security threats. In that same district, the ALP became 

relatively huge, with a total of 300 members. Over time, the ALP gained more and more 

ground, with some of the main highways and checkpoints in the hands of the ALP. This 

resulted in less and less territorial power for the Taliban. The village of Paraw in the 

Ghaibikhel district was seen as an ALP hub, resulting in a lot of Taliban terrorist attacks 

aimed on the ALP itself. The Taliban primarily relied on suicide assaults or IEDs in the early 

days of the ALP. This was because territorial power of the Taliban was declining in the 

Paktika province. These tactics were seen as relatively costly, as a suicide attack needs 

specially selected and trained individuals and other valuable resources. The Taliban usually 

used these kinds of attacks to strike fear in the population’s eyes, and therefore often attacked 

on crowded places. Therefore, it is significant to argue that the Taliban took the ALP as a 

serious threat in the Paktika province (Clark, 2018).  

5.1.1 (Dis)proportionality within the ALP’s composition.  

Ethnicity in the Paktika province is not of the main essence in regard to the ability of 

the ALP to provide stability. One of the reasons is the predominantly Pashtun population. 

Therefore, the Paktika population is homogenous, meaning that the differences between 

ethnic populations are small enough for the ALP’s vetting to not be concentrated on the 

ethnicity of the commander or its members but rather on the tribals of which the commanders 

and his members were part of (Mobasher, 2015). The tribal structures in Paktika were most of 

the essence when discussing the composition of the ALP. In the Yahyakhel district ‘strength 
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of local tribal relations’ prevented internecine bloodshed in the 20th century. Due to the lack 

of conflict in the district from 1978 until 2004, the old elite and social structures were still 

intact. Moreover, these tribal structures were relatively healthy, supported by a motivated 

population. This resulted in the creation of a community defence force, as the tribal system 

was still resilient enough to provide a strong framework for organising these community 

militias. This is also explained by the arbakai tradition, which is mostly practiced in this 

region of Afghanistan. The arbakai are voluntary, tribally based self-defence units that were 

set up by a tribe and mandated by the Jirga (Ruttig, 2012). 

One of the important factors for the relative success of the Paktika province, and the 

Yahyakhel district in particular, was that different tribes made sure that the ALP’s 

composition was relatively equal to the disproportion of the tribes. The success of the ALP 

system in the district of the Yahyakhel was partly because all ALP members were accountable 

to the elders of the three major tribes (Clark, 2018). Thereby, these elders had considerable 

control over the ALP men. Adding up, the tribes worked together equally and as partners, 

which brought the tribes as whole closer to each other, and therefore prevented conflict 

between the tribes. Additionally, the absence of factional infighting in the Yahyakhel district 

contributed to the ALP's success. (Clark et al., 2020). In other provinces, ALP units were 

recruited from one tribe, as this was often internationally imposed. But in the Yahyakhel 

district, the elders recognized the danger of creating an ALP consisting out of only one tribe. 

This was the main reason to include the three dominant tribes in the recruiting process (Ibid.). 

This did not only happen in the Yahyakhel district, but also in other districts in the Paktika 

province, including Sultankhel and Ghaibikhel (Clark, 2018). With the tribes working 

together, they did not only evade inter-tribe conflict but also reduced the risk that a tribe 

rejoined the Taliban in case it felt sidelined by the other tribes. 

Adding to that, the tribes were able to work together well, which resulted in a low 

level of power abuse by ALP members. ALP members were recruited from their own village, 

therefore the ALP in the Yahyakhel district was local of nature. This constrained the ALP 

members to abuse their powers against their own people, while simultaneously, they had the 

strong urge to protect their own tribes from the Taliban. However, also the Yahyakhel district 

had to deal with rogue ALP officers. Allegedly, the Taliban infiltrated in the ALP, which 

resulted in a ‘police officer’ killing nine of his colleagues (Reuters, 2012). In other districts in 

the Paktika province, ALP officers used their power to commit other sort of crimes. An 
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example of misconduct of ALP members in Paktika occurred in May 2012, where an ALP 

commander and four ALP members killed a man over a land dispute (United States 

Department of States, 2013). Also, a commander of the ALP in the Urgun district in Paktika, 

Azizullah, committed acts against human rights. He and his men shot three alleged members 

of the Taliban and dragged their bodies around the local market (HRW, 2015; Kine, 2015). 

Arguably, these incidents were not systematically targeting a specific group, though power 

abuse will not benefit the ALP image.  

In the end, Paktika was able to create a sort of stability due to the cooperation of 

different tribes in the province. This stability is mainly due to the proportional composition of 

the ALP. The proportional composition resulted not only in a more effective resistance 

against the insurgency, but there was almost no urge to abuse powers against other tribes or 

ethnic minorities. Simultaneously contributing to the stability in the province. 

5.1.2 The level of resources available for the ALP  

The ALP in Paktika suffered from uncertainty at the end of the ALP period, as salaries 

were not paid in time. This was especially significant because in that period, peace talks in 

Doha were held. This meant that the Taliban were getting more and more power, as 

international forces could retreat in a short time period. When ALP units were not paid in a 

timely manner or weren’t paid enough, it was more likely for them rejoin the Taliban, as the 

Taliban would regain their power in any day. This is exactly what happened in Yahyakhel, in 

Paktika, where an ALP chief quit and sided with the Taliban, alongside with all ALP’s 

weapons (Clark, 2020). This resulted in lesser weapons for the ALP, to defend and stabilize 

the villages. In the beginning of the ALP in Paktika there are no signs of problems in regard to 

the salaries of the personnel. Mentioned above, the Yahyakhel went from ranking in the top 

three of most violent districts in Paktika in 2010, to bottom three in 2012. But in the end, due 

to resource shortages, especially the overdue salary problems contributed to the 

destabilization of the province. As more ALP members quit or sided with the Taliban, the 

Taliban regained more and more influence. 

Due to the scarcity of specific information concerning weapon supply shortages in 

Paktika, I am not able to analyse that as much as I wanted to. I will circle back to this in the 

discussion. 
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5.1.3 Conclusion Paktika  

Paktika can be considered a success story in regard to the ALP. Albeit, not every 

district in the province achieved complete stability, overall, the province stabilized more than 

average. In this province, ethnicity and tribalism have almost gone hand in hand, as the 

Paktika province is overwhelmingly Pashtun. This made the vetting procedure easier. The 

Yahyakhel district can considered to be the success story of the ALP. The main reason for this 

was the proportionate composition of the ALP. Tribals in the district managed to underline the 

importance of the cooperation and balance of power between the three biggest tribes, 

therefore preventing conflict between tribes. Also, the designers of the ALP project in the 

district were the elders themselves. Together, this attributed to the success of the ALP in that 

district. This also suggests a form of ‘ripeness’ of the community, as they have to be able to 

mobilize men. Besides Yahyakhel, tribes in multiple other districts were able to work together 

and created a balanced composition of the ALP which contributed to the stability of the 

province. The salary problems at the end of the ALP, did not contribute to the stabilization. 

Therefore, in Paktika, there is shift visible from the ALP that is able to stabilize certain 

district in the beginning, mainly due to the success of cooperation between the different tribes. 

Towards destabilization as more and more ALP members sided with the Taliban due to 

overdue salary payments.   

5.2 Baghlan  

Officially, the ALP in Baghlan was active in three districts: Puli Khumri, Danhana-e-

Ghori and Baghlan-e-Jadid (Goodhand & Hakimi, 2014). All these districts were Pashtun 

dominated. Baghlan, strategically important province in the North of Afghanistan, held 

significant importance to its major transit routes between the Afghan capital, Kabul, and the 

north (Hewad, 2015). Baghlan consists out of diverse ethnicities, which play a major role in 

regard to the ALP in Baghlan, as the province consists of Tajiks, Pashtuns, Hazara, Uzbeks, 

Turkmens and Ismailis (Afghan Analyst Network, 2013; Goodhand & Hakimi, 2014).  

5.2.1 (Dis)proportional composition of the ALP 

In Baghlan, the ALP was officialy active in three districts: Puli Khumri, Danhana-e-

Ghori and Baghlan-e-Jadid (Ibid.). All these districts were Pashtun dominated. However, the 

ALP’s disproportionate composition, with Pashtuns being overrepresented, led to ethnic 
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tensions. These ethnical tensions resulted in confrontations between the Tajik-ANP and 

Pashtun-dominated ALP. Despite the fact that local shuras were generally successful in 

ensuring equitable tribal and ethnic representation in ALP units, some shuras deliberately 

opposed enrolling specific ethnicities in the ALP. This caused substantial ethnic animosity in 

multi-ethnic areas (Felbab-Brown, 2016).  

The majority of Taliban men in the Baghlan province were Pashtun. The ALP tried to 

become the ‘better’ option for these men, therefore recruiting Pashtuns. The past conflicts the 

Pashtuns experienced with members of the Northern Alliance, were a major factor in the 

number of Pashtuns that joined the Taliban in the first place. Many Pashtuns experienced the 

oppression of the Andarabi-Tajiks dominated ANP and their power structures, as they 

extorted Pashtun-oriented villages. Therefore, the Taliban were able to easily mobilize 

Pashtuns after 2002. In response, the ALP tried to mobilize these Pashtuns in order to lure 

them away from Taliban influences. Besides trying to recruit former Taliban fighters, ALP 

also recruited from other violent militias, such as Hezb-i-Islami. The idea was that, through 

mobilising Pashtun members for the ALP, the ALP could weaken the Taliban's position in the 

province. However, the unintended outcome was that other ethnic groups, including the Tajiks 

and Uzbeks, felt extremely threatened by the ‘Pashtun’ ALP (Ibid.). They felt misled by the 

fact that their Pashtun rivals were given weaponry by the Afghan government. They believed 

that after years of fighting the Taliban, the Taliban's supporters had now been rewarded and 

had been transformed into the ALP (Ibid.). Tajiks and Uzbeks, who had been fighting the 

Taliban for over two decades, perceived this as unfair, leading to their resentment (Ibid).  

The consequence of this vetting procedure, and therefore overrepresenting the Pashtun 

community in the ALP, resulted in confrontation between ALP units and the ANP in Baghlan. 

This undermined the image of the ANSF as a whole, as two parties, who supposed to work 

alongside each other, were now in conflict with each other. In September of 2011, a 

devastating massacre of the ANP was nearly avoided (Ibid.). The ALP was supported by the 

SOF, and after the ANP shot and killed numerous ALP members, a full-scale attack was 

launched on a QRF unit of the ALP. After that, US armed forces were attacked, and in 

response, an airstrike was called by the US. Only after direct intervention of a high ranked 

police officer, the airstrike was called off. Nonetheless, this confrontation between the 

Pashtun ALP and the Tajik ANP does not only illustrate the tensions between the two groups 

but also creates an image of instability, as the two police forces, that supposed to protect the 
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population against the Taliban, were too busy with their internal ethnical conflict. The 

disproportionate composition of the ALP in Baghlan thus fuelled tensions among different 

ethnic groups in the province.  

ALP recruitment in Baghlan was not always achieved through unanimous shuras, 

leading to ALP commanders being designated without fully community consent (Gatson, 

2019). In some cases, this resulted in the targeting of specific ethnic groups. Human rights 

violations were not always taken into account in the designation of a certain ALP commander 

of a specific ethnic group. ALP commanders could, broadly speaking, appoint their own men 

for their ALP. The official vetting procedure was therefore not followed by all the ALP 

commanders, resulting in members with a past of human rights violations (Ibid.). The ALP 

itself has also been accused of beatings, land grabbing, rape, murder, and forced taxation 

(Goodhand & Hakimi, 2014). The disproportionate composition of ALP units, along with the 

flawed vetting procedure, contributed to power abue.  

The strategy of the ALP to recruit former Taliban and Hezb-i-Islami had its setbacks. 

For example, a strongman of the Hezb-i-Islami that was recruited in the ALP misused its 

powers and was implicated in rape, land-grabs, abductions and killings (HRW, 2011). In that 

same year, four ALP members abducted and raped a 13-year-old boy. Despite clear evidence, 

no action was against these ALP members due to their connections with the government and 

the US special forces (Ibid). This does not only show that in the first year that the ALP was 

active in Baghlan there had been abuse of power, but also that the ALP members who 

committed these crimes were not being prosecuted or erased from the ALP. This is not 

conducive for the trust in the ALP overall in Baghlan. 

The Baghlan regular police arrested 22 ALP members for human rights violations 

(Felbab-Brown, 2016). The result was an immediate decline in level of abuse cases by the 

ALP (Ibid). However, accusations have been made that these arrests by Tajiks ANP, was a 

retaliation of the fact that the ALP was mainly Pashtun. In this way the Tajiks were able to 

marginalize their ethnic rivals (Ibid.). Another consequence of the Pashtun arming of the 

ALP, was a series of violent and deadly confrontations between the Pashtun-oriented ALP 

and Tajik oriented-ANP. Which led to the resentment of both groups by the local population, 

creating more instability, as both the ALP and ANP were mistrusted by the local community 

(Worley, 2022). These events show the importance of primarily the correct vetting procedure 
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and secondly that the composition of the ALP must take into account the ethnic dynamics of 

the district in which these militias are implemented.  

5.2.2 Resource shortages.  

The elders of Baghlan doubted the ALP's capacity to defend their communities. One of 

their arguments was that the Baghlan ALP was not armed well enough, and they lacked 

modern weapons and ammunition (Ali, 2016). Many ALP members surrendered after they 

were unable to fend off the Taliban's assault in Dand-e Ghori for even one day. Due to a lack 

of more suitable weapons and resources, such as ammunition, the defeat in the village was 

unavoidable. As a result, ALP members joined the Taliban. The district had grown 

increasingly unstable as a result of the Taliban's growth and the fall of the ALP (Ibid.). This 

demonstrates how a district can become unstable due to a lack of reliable weapons and 

ammunitions.  

Besides military resources, salaries of the ALP officers are important in regard to the 

functioning of the ALP, and in the end for the stability overall. Payment appeared to be a 

strong motivator for ALP members in Baghlan, as former Taliban members ‘switched’ to the 

ALP simply because they paid more than the Taliban did. Sometimes ALP members were 

paid ‘not to fight’. The downside of ‘paying your enemies not to fight’ is that when the ALP 

is not able to fulfil its payments anymore or when other groups offer more salary, the ALP 

could fall apart, and its personnel and weapons will strengthen a new militia or eventually the 

Taliban (Felbab-Brown, 2012). The MOI has frequently failed to provide the weaponry and 

other equipment required to combat the Taliban in Baghlan. This was not favourable for the 

stability of the ALP itself, as it increased the odds of the surrender of the ALP, due to a lack 

of supplies. Indeed, certain ALP units occasionally did not receive their salaries on time, or 

not at all (Ibid.). Overall, this had a negative effect on the province's stability, because it 

allowed the Taliban to grow more powerful while, at the same time, leaving the ALP’s troops 

dissatisfied and lacking equipment. 

5.2.3 Conclusion Baghlan 

The ALP in Baghlan struggled with the ethnic tensions in the province. Within the 

ALP units, the Pashtun outnumbered the Tajiks. Pashtuns were marginalized in the years 

leading up to the ALP by the Tajiks, who held almost all the important governmental 
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positions in the province (Goodhand & Hakimi, 2014). After the ALP was implemented, it it 

came under control of the Pashtuns. Therefore the Tajiks felt sidelined because they fought 

the ‘Pashtun’ Taliban in the years leading up to the founding of ALP. The disproportionate 

composition of the ALP only intensified the Pashtun-Tajik power struggles and their conflicts. 

Besides that, due to these ethnical conflicts, the Taliban were able to regain control over 

villages and districts in Baghlan. The disproportional composition of the ALP only 

contributed to these conflicts, creating more instability rather than stability as it was supposed 

to do. Resources that were meant to defend the villages, were used for the purpose of the 

ethnical conflicts, this sometimes resulted in shortages. More importantly, the ALP on its own 

was not strong enough to defend their villages. Without the support of the US’s SOF and the 

ANSF, the ALP was too vulnerable to create stability in the districts. Adding up, the lack of 

resources contributed to the destabilization of the Baghlan province.  

5.3 Helmand 

The province of Helmand is located in the south of Afghanistan. In Helmand, there was a 

high level of tribalism and warlordism. Inhabitants of the province determined their alliance 

based on their family loyalties, their enemies and the location with the best access to 

resources to prevail best against their rivals. Also, it has experienced one of the highest levels 

of instability since the beginning of the ALP (UNAMA, 2013; UNAMA, 2014). After 2001, 

four powerbrokers, each representing a different tribe, assumed control of the government in 

Helmand (Rasmussen, 2015). This illustrated the difficulties the Helmand province had to 

deal with, as it was divided by rival tribal groups. A fact that the ALP was supposed to deal 

with.  

5.3.1 (Dis)proportional composition of the ALP 

People controlling the ALPs in Helmand depended on the British and the local elders, 

selecting those in charge. In the British controlled districts there were no ALPs, but the British 

tried to stabilize the province by setting up ALPs in the surrounding district. They made the 

error of not giving enough thought to whom they were equipping and how this changed the 

local power structures. How they divided the ALP establishment across the district did not 

pursue a holistic security effect (Martin, 2017). This implied that several factions of local 

elders were vying over a declining establishment. Due to a lot of tensions between tribal 

groups, it was difficult to recruit a local commander that could satisfy the community most. In 
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districts like Nad-e Ali, the community council was strongly opposed to the ALPs (Ibid). The 

reasoning behind that was that the district was very heterogeneous, if the community had been 

granted permission to create an ALP, everybody, meaning each tribe, would want one (Ibid.). 

Additionally, almost every person with the potential to be selected, had local rivals. Firstly, 

this would create the risk of power abuse against their rivals but also against the population. 

Secondly, it was likely that these potential members of the ALP would only want to protect 

their own people, rather than the community as a whole. In Helmand, most of the ALP units 

consisted of one tribe, which automatically meant that the composition was disproportional. 

The commander that had the most allies in the Afghan government or had good relations with 

the British forces, was most likely to be selected to create an ALP. Thus, going against the 

principles of the vetting procedure. The result was that these commanders picked their own 

members to join the ALP, skipping the ALP vetting procedure as a whole (Stevens, 2013). In 

the south of the province, both Hazaras and Iszaqzai were allowed to establish their ALP 

militias (Martin, 2017). These two groups that had have a long running water dispute and 

were now both armed. This illustrated the difficulties the province encountered. But there is 

also another side to the story. In the beginning of 2011, right after the start of the ALP 

programme in the Nad-e Ali district, multiple people on the social spectrum argued that the 

implementation of the ALP created more stability (Martin, 2017). Many ‘local’ Taliban men 

were recruited for the ALP, therefore minimalizing the influence of the Taliban. Although still 

some groups were excluded to be recruited, the Kharoti had been framed by its rivals as ‘the 

greatest supporters of the Taliban’. This was not necessarily true, but each group tried to 

frame its rivals as ‘the Taliban’ in order to persuade the British to take their side. If they were 

able to do so, this meant that they would get more resources in order to fight their rivals.  

Due to the disproportionate composition of the ALPs, some ALP units targeted 

specific groups, especially rivalling tribes. In the Sangin district, district governor Daud used 

his position to illegally tax Ishaqzai villagers (Derksen, 2014). In the Marja district, ALP 

officers used their official status to engage in multiple illegal activities such as, resolving 

disputes, illegal taxation against a rivalling group, confiscating private property and 

demanding money (HRW, 2011). In the Southern Nahr-e Saraj the ALP commander, Lalai, 

was part of the Barakzai, which had multiple disputes with the Noorzai. After a bomb attack 

on Laiai’s ALP, which was allegedly executed by the Noorzai, Lalai took his revenge and 

killed a Noorzai family (Stevens, 2013). ALP troops terrorised the villages that belong to a 
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different tribe by using their influence and resources to establish a private militia, rather than 

fighting the Taliban as they were supposed to do (Rasmussen, 2015). 

5.3.2 Level of resources available for the ALP 

In the Helmand province there had been multiple complains about shortages of 

weapons and salary payment since the beginning of the ALP (Kaphle, 2012). For example, the 

ALP in Khar Nikah claimed they were being underpaid and needed better weapons to be able 

to fight the Taliban. In 2014, during an inventory, it was found that multiple districts in 

Helmand had to deal with equipment shortages, including weapons and vehicles (Sopko et al., 

2015). Specifically, the Nehri-Saraj had a shortage of 13 ALP ranger pick-up trucks. During 

the same period, it was noted that the Marja district in Helmand dealt with a shortage of 114 

AK-47 rifles. Although a lot of this equipment was registered in the supply system, shortages 

persisted nonetheless. Therefore, the requests of ALP units in the Helmand province were not 

granted. A lack of supplies for the ALP, resulted in instability in the districts, as ALP 

members were unable to protect the villages from the Taliban. According to SIGAR, the 

ability of the ALP in each area to maintain adequate supplies was crucial for the effectiveness 

of the local ALPs (Ibid.). This entailed that without the necessary supplies on the district 

level, the ALP’s ability to provide stability in the region was hindered. Another effect of the 

unreliable logistic support was that it increased the level of attrition within the ALP units 

(Ibid.). 

 Another major problem in Helmand were the so called ‘ghost’ officers. These ‘ghost’ 

officers were registered in the system but did not exist in real life. Therefore, the ALP salary 

budget was lower than it should be, resulting into some ALP salaries not paid at all. If ALP 

officers weren’t getting paid, this resulted in instability in the district, as these men were 

getting demotivated or didn’t want to fight at all. It also, increased the risk of ALP members 

switching to an insurgency or anti-government militias who were able to pay them to fight 

(Ibid.). Overdue salary issues thus contributed to the ability of the ALP to provide stability or 

in this, instability.  

5.3.3. Conclusion Helmand 

The ALP in Helmand had dealt with different tribes. These tribes fought over control 

in almost every district in the province. Meaning that the ALP did not only fight the Taliban 
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but also attempted to keep the balance in districts between tribes. At the same time the ALP 

itself was also involved in these tribal conflicts. The complexity of the tribal structures in the 

province, resulted in the commander of a tribe selecting their own ALP unit without the 

necessary background checks, therefore ignoring the vetting procedure. This also resulted in a 

disproportionate composition of most ALP units, which affected the stability of the district 

and ultimately the province. Resulting in power abuse against rival tribes and violarions 

against human rights.  

6. Discussion  

In this chapter the two main hypotheses, determined in the theoretical chapter, will be 

discussed in regard to each of the three provinces. In the end of the discussion for each 

province the typology will be applied, and its implication will be discussed.  

6.1 (Dis)proportional composition of the ALP 

 H1 read like this: A disproportionate composition of the ALP is more likely to have 

destabilizing effect on the province as a whole. 

To begin, in the Paktika province this hypothesis can be confirmed. As discussed in 

the analysis, in Paktika, most districts had tribes that were able to create a proportionate 

composed ALP. The tribal structures were healthy and were supported by the population, as 

the inhabitants were loyal towards the tribe elders. This resulted in the creation of local 

community forces, the arbakai. This was established long before the ALP was implemented 

in the district, meaning that there was already a base to build on in terms of militia self-

defence forces. Making sure that every tribe was represented in the ALP and the tribes were 

able to work together, the ALP was able to provide stabilization. One of the leading examples 

was the ALP in Yahyakhel. It consisted of three major tribes, and the tribe elders 

acknowledged that a proportionate composition of the ALP would strengthen the ALP as a 

whole, and consequently also improved the stability in the district. 

Another aspect that was important in this cooperation was the accountability of all 

ALP members to the tribal leaders. Taken together, the cooperation worked well due to their 

history with self-defence militia, the arbakai. This showed that the ALP can be operational in 

rural areas in Afghanistan and be effective simultaneously. The example of cooperation also 

occurred in Ghaibikhel and Sultankhel. To conclude, the cooperation of tribes has created 
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stability in the province to a certain level. The district was stable, and violence decreased after 

the implementation of the ALP. Therefore, it can be concluded that the proportionality of the 

ALP indeed affected the ability to provide stability. In the Paktika province this was 

successful, but in other provinces the composition was disproportional, such as in Baghlan.  

   The Baghlan province is less of a success story, but also confirms the hypothesis. 

While in Paktika, the ALP was composed proportionally, this had not been the case to a 

certain extent in Baghlan. As discussed, the ALP had been active in three districts in the 

Baghlan province: Puli Khumri, Danhana-e-Ghori and Baghlan-e-Jadid. All these districts 

were Pashtun dominated. The ALP in these districts was composed of Pashtuns. That would 

make a case for a reasonable proportionate distribution. The ALP's arrival increased safety in 

Pashtun settlements. Prior to their arrival, no one ventured to take the main road in broad 

daylight; even Afghan military troops shunned it. However, after the ALP arrived in those 

areas, this substantially changed and became safer (Felfab-Brown, 2016). But that is not the 

entire story of the Baghlan province, as there was another dominant player in the province, the 

Tajik dominated ANP. As seen in the previous part, the Tajiks and the Pashtuns were in 

conflict with each other before the ALP had been implemented. The Tajiks felt 

underappreciated, because the US forces sided with the Pashtun ALP. This resulted in 

destabilization of villages that were not Pashtun dominated. Therefore, the composition of the 

ALP had a stabilizing and a destabilizing effect. On the one hand the composition of the ALP 

had a positive effect on the stability in the Pashtun villages, but on the other hand, it left other 

ethnical groups, like the Tajik ANP, dissatisfied. Overall, the ALP was not able to stabilize 

the province, due to the overall disproportionate composition in the province.  

In the last province, Helmand, shuras could often not choose a commander as the 

province consisted of a large number of different tribes. Therefore, the council was not 

unanimous about the ALP commanders. Resulting in the selection of one ALP commander 

per unit by the British. The commander of choice composed their own ALP. This resulted in 

disproportionate composition of the ALP units. As only members of one tribe would be part 

of the ALP unit. Resulting in destabilization, as these tribes often used the ALP’s power and 

weapons to gain influence in the districts or marginalize other tribes. This sparked conflict 

between tribes, using resources provided by MOI. They often used their power to convince 

British forces that there rivals were the Taliban, legitimizing an attack on their rivals. These 

conflicts made the ALP not popular amongst the population as it did not bring stability in an 
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already very violent province. The disproportionate composed ALP therefore directly 

contributed to destabilization of the province. Therefore, the hypotheses can be confirmed in 

Helmand, as the disproportionate composition of the ALP was not able to stabilize the 

province. Moreover, it even contributed to the inter-tribe conflicts, as tribes who were not able 

to set up an ALP felt threated and marginalized by the ones who were able to set up an ALP.  

Overall, the hypothesis can be confirmed. In Paktika there was a proportionate 

distribution of the ALPs, resulting into signs of stabilization. One of the prime examples in 

Paktika was the cooperation between tribes in Yahyakhel. In the other two provinces, the 

ALP’s composition was disproportionate. In these provinces there was more instability, this 

can be argued by the number of conflicts, not only between the ALP and the Taliban but also 

between different tribes and ethnical groups. In Baghlan this disproportionate composition 

even contributed to the friction between the Tajik ANP and the Pashtun ALP. Meaning, even 

governmental forces were intertwined in these conflicts. To conclude, the disproportionate 

composition only contributed to the instability of the provinces, as it sparked local frictions 

and even caused power abuses against specific groups.  

6.2 Resource shortages 

The same logic will be followed as in the previous part of this chapter. First Paktika 

will be discussed, followed by Baghlan and ending with Helmand. But before I am able to 

dive into the hypothesis regarding resource shortages for each province, I want to note that the 

weapons and salary ‘problems’ mostly occurred later in the ALP program, not immediately. 

Also, the amount of information regarding weapon supply shortages and salary payments 

were often hard to find or not present at all. The documentation is not well enough and often 

documents discuss shortages in regard to the ALP overall, instead of ALP resource 

requirements and salaries in specific provinces. Additionally, as this thesis focuses on three 

provinces, I had to gather information about each province separately to come to conclusions 

about the hypothesis. Therefore, some of the confirmations of the hypotheses do not have the 

same weight as others. I will reflect on this more in the conclusion, in which I will also 

provide advice for additional research on this topic.  

H2 read like this: If resource requirements for the ALP are met, they are more likely 

to stabilize the province.  
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In Paktika, the information about the amount of military equipment is scarce, 

therefore, especially in the case of Paktika, the salary shortages are more relevant. The time 

frame in which the salary payments were overdue is foremost important. The problems 

occurred during the final stages of the ALP, concurrently with the peace negotiations in Doha 

between the US and the Taliban. The salary payment problems contributed to the 

destabilization of the province. Overdue salary payments resulted in commanders laying 

down their weapons, and even worse, joining the Taliban as they were gaining the 

momentum. Adding to that, some commanders were able to take the ALP’s weaponry along 

with them, while joining the Taliban. All this only weakened the position of the ALP and its 

ability to provide stability. As mentioned, the time frame is important, as these actions did not 

occur in the beginning of the ALP. In the beginning, the ALP was able to stabilize districts, 

especially Yahyakhel, but now, as the US negotiate for peace with the Taliban, the 

momentum shifted.  

In Baghlan, there was more information available about weapon shortages and salary 

payments. In this province, elders believed that the quality and the number of weapons the 

ALP possessed to defend the village were one of the main reasons that Dand-e-Ghori fell the 

day after the ANSF left and the ALP was on its own. This indicated that the ALP was unable 

to defend the village on their own, highlighting the instability in the region and the inability of 

the ALP itself to stabilize the district. Another effect of the supply and weapons shortages is 

that members of the ALP felt abandoned (by the ANSF) and therefore were more vulnerable 

to the Taliban and other insurgent groups. This led to a fast surrender of the ALPs, resulting in 

some even joining the Taliban. Another reason for switching sides was that Baghlan 

inhabitants were more strongly motivated by salary than in other provinces. ALP members 

felt marginalized in their ability to provide stability, consequently endangering their lives 

more than in any other previous fighting situation. This made joining the Taliban more likely. 

This had the following effect: the less able the ALP was to fight the Taliban, the easier the 

ALP members would surrender to insurgents. This would diminish the power of the ALP, 

therefore making them less able to provide security, and so forth. Thus, shortages in weapons, 

ammunition and salary payment do not only lead to a less stable ALP, but overall, also 

contributes to a destabilization of the district and eventually even the province. This is exactly 

what the hypothesis argues, which therefore can be confirmed. 
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In Helmand, the ALP dealt with weapon supply shortages. SIGAR suggested that this 

had an effect on the ability to create stability in the province. As argued before, supply 

shortages of the ALP resulted in the inability to effectively carry out their jobs. In a province 

like Helmand, this effect may even be enhanced, as the ALP dealt with both, a strong Taliban 

force and a lot of intra-tribal conflicts. Insufficient amounts of weapons to protect the villages 

left the population vulnerable to these insurgent groups, and therefore caused destabilization. 

Salary payments often were irregular due to a limited budget. This limited budget was 

caused by failures in the payment system, because, although many ALP members were 

registered and paid, the salary was not always transferred to the right person. Therefore, it 

occurred that ALP members sometimes did not get paid at all. Logically, not being paid while 

risking your life, created discontent among ALP members. Resulting in members joining the 

Taliban or other insurgent groups. Weakening the ALP, and therefore its ability to provide 

stability. Overall, the hypothesis can be confirmed. In all provinces there were signs of 

shortages, weapon or salary concerned. The time component is important to keep in mind, as 

the war was coming to an end, uncertainties arose. Therefore, more and more ALP members 

sided with other insurgent groups, including the Taliban. This trend occurred in all three 

provinces. In Paktika, the overdue salaries affected the ability of the ALP to provide stability, 

also because the Taliban gained momentum, the overdue salary payments enticed the 

members towards the Taliban. This trend is also visible in the two other provinces. Not paying 

salaries, resulted in quitting members but also it provided an opportunity to join the Taliban 

more easily. Weakening the ALP and at the same time strengthening the Taliban.  

The weapon supply shortages occurred most in Baghlan and Helmand. Also, in regard 

to this factor, the hypothesis can be confirmed. As military equipment was lacking in numbers 

and quality, the ALP was not able to defend the villages against insurgent groups. Without the 

right equipment, the ALP was left vulnerable. Among the ALP members, this created 

dissatisfaction, resulting in members joining the Taliban. Thus, the same effect can be 

observed as with the overdue salary payments. Therefore, overall, the hypothesis can be 

confirmed. In all three provinces the resource requirements were not met (especially at the 

end of the conflict), resulting in the contribution of the destabilization of the provinces.  
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6.3 Discussion of the typology  
 

Figure 4: Discussion of the Typology  

 Proportionate composition 

of the ALP 

Disproportionate 

composition of the ALP 

Resource requirements are 

met 

Best possible situation: The 

composition of the ALP is 

proportionate while resource 

requirements are met, 

stability in the province is 

most likely. 

Situation in which the 

composition of the ALP is 

disproportionate, but 

resource requirements are 

met, stability in the province 

is possible, although hard to 

acquire. 

Resource requirements are 

not met 

The composition of the ALP 

is proportionate but at the 

same time resource 

requirements are not met, 

stabilizing the province is a 

possibility, though harder to 

achieve than when the 

requirements are met.  

Worst possible situation: 

The composition of the ALP 

is disproportionate and 

resource requirement are not 

met, stability in the province 

is least likely. 

*Resource requirements contain both military equipment and salaries 

Paktika can be placed into two different places, depending on the time frame from 

which you observe the province. In the beginning of the ALP, Paktika can be placed in the 

upper left corner: the best possible situation. As discussed earlier, Paktika had a proportionate 

composition of the ALP, and there were no signs of problems regarding the resource 

requirements. According to the typology, the province is most likely to stabilize, which it did 

in the early days of the ALP. But when the ALP is observed in the later stages of the conflict, 

during the Doha peace negotiations, the ALP is not able to provide stability anymore like they 

did in the 2010-2012 period. Salary payments were overdue, in other words, resource 

requirements were not met. Placing Paktika in the final stages of the ALP, at the bottom left 
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corner. The composition of the ALP was not changed but the circumstances did. Resulting in 

destabilization in the province overall. 

In Baghlan, the situation shifted to the right side of the typology. Meaning that during 

the whole period of the ALP, the composition was disproportionate. As discussed earlier, this 

is one of the main reasons why the ALP failed to stabilize the province. At the beginning of 

the ALP, there were no real indications that the resource requirements were not met, this 

occurred more towards the end of the ALP, similar to Paktika. The difference between 

Paktika and Baghlan is that the composition of the ALP was disproportionate. Bu also 

resources in Baghlan were used more for the benefit of the Pashtun population. There was 

more power abuse in Baghlan, using the resourced that the MOI had been providing.  

The difference with Helmand is that Helmand had earlier dealt with problems regarding the 

resource requirements. Therefore, Helmand can be portrayed in the worst possible situation. 

From the beginning, the composition of the ALP was disproportionate and in the early days of 

the ALP there had been indication that there were equipment issues and later on the ‘ghost’ 

officers also became a problem for the ALP. Both factors contributed to the destabilization of 

the province. The ALP, overall, has not been able to be a stabilizing actor in the province.  

7. Conclusion  

This thesis conducted a comparative multiple-case study research in three provinces in 

Afghanistan. The stabilizing and destabilizing factors have been discussed in the previous 

chapters. The (dis)proportionality of the composition of the ALPs has the most influence on 

the ability to stabilize a district and ultimately a province. In provinces where the ALP’s 

composition is proportional, the ALP is more likely to have a stabilizing effect. This has been 

the foremost the case in Paktika. In Baghlan and Helmand, the composition of the ALP was 

disproportionate, resulting in destabilization rather than stabilization. The disproportionality 

sparked inter-provincial conflict between ethnic groups, which was the case in Baghlan, and 

in Helmand, primarily between tribal groups. 

 In addition to the effect that the ALP's proportionate composition had on a province's 

stability, the availability of resources also had an impact on the likelihood of stability. At the 

beginning of the ALP, this generally complied with ALP norms, but as it went on, the three 

provinces' demands for resources were not met. Also affecting the ability of the ALP to 
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provide stability, ALP members turned their backs on the ALP and joined other insurgent 

groups, such as the Taliban. If these two factors occurred at the same time, a disproportional 

composition of the ALP and the resource requirement were not met, this meant that the ability 

to provide stability was least likely, as seen in Helmand.   

The result of this thesis contributes to the social relevance. By providing a clear 

oversight of which factors determine the likelihood of the ability of the ALP (a PGM), to 

provide stabilization the most, this can be used by policymakers, Ministries of Defence and 

within security policies. They can determine whether or not to use PGM’s if their goals are to 

stabilize remote areas of a certain country. If a certain counterinsurgency actor wants to make 

use of a PGM, it should note that a proportionate composition of the PGM, contributes to the 

ability of stabilization. But also, it has to take into account that resource requirements are met, 

in order to keep the PGM able to fight and also prevent dissatisfaction amongst the PGM’s.   

Though a footnote has to be made about the resource requirements. In general, there 

was enough information about Afghanistan but not on the particular provinces I wanted to 

research in my case study. Therefore, I was unable to fully research the implication of weapon 

shortages and overdue salary payments in the provinces and therefore could not compare 

these cases. In the discussion part, I did try to comprehend the hypotheses for this factor. 

Therefore, for future research, I would recommend looking further into the possible 

implications resource requirements of the ALP in the provinces. This accounts for military 

equipment and overdue salary payments, or salaries that have not been paid at all. As this 

possibly creates unmotivated personnel, which could lead to destabilization. 

In the end, ALP can be considered a failure as they often did not stand a chance 

against the Taliban once the ANSF or the US military wasn’t able to provide support. After 

the total retreat of the US in Afghanistan the ALP crumbled and the Taliban took over in no 

time. Still, a lot can be learned about the ALP’s failures, but also their successes. It is not 

unimaginable that local militias are going to be funded again by the international community 

to try to control rural areas. This doesn’t necessarily have to be in Afghanistan but can also 

take place somewhere else. The most important aspect that this thesis can provide to any new 

‘local police force’, set up by the international community, is that the proportionality of 

composition of these militias has to be a reflection of the community, taken into consideration 

the heterogenous or homogeneous community and the possible conflicts between ethnic or 

tribal groups. 
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