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On April 2, 2020, Afghanistan’s President Ashraf Ghani and 

Pakistan’s Chief of Army Staff (COAS) Qamar Javed Bajwa had a 

phone conversation (Administrative Office of the President (AOP), 

2020, April 3). There are strong reasons to believe this talk to be 

dangerous; some leads are also here provided on how to deal with its 

aftermath. 

 

In view of the stagnating intra-Afghan dialogue and related prisoner 

swap (Putz, 2020, March 27) between the Afghan government and the 

Taliban (also known as the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, and 

taking into account the ongoing armed confrontation between the 

Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) and the 

before mentioned Jihadist terror group, one might assume the phone 

call in question was initiated by President Ghani’s office. This call 

officially discussed ‘joint efforts to prevent the spread of covid-19 as 

well as trade and transit matters’ (AOP, 2020, April 3), yet it raised 

criticisms in Afghanistan and should perhaps also raise eyebrows 

among international observers. The fact that a head of government 

(and of state) calls the COAS of another, neighbouring state to discuss 

(mostly) internal affairs of his own country is very unusual. 
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In order to address this conundrum, one needs first to understand that Pakistan’s Afghan policy is not 

formulated by civilian powers1 but by the military – represented by the COAS and the Corps Commander 

Conference in Rawalpindi, where the General Headquarters (GHQ) of the Army is located. As long as 

this situation remains, one should not expect any change in Pakistan’ destructive attitude towards 

Afghanistan (Wolf, 2020, February 19). For, first of all, said policy is (partly) responsible for Pakistan’s 

state-sponsorship of cross-border terrorism among its neighbours as well as for the spread of Jihadism in 

the region and beyond (Wolf, 2017). 

 

Another noteworthy aspect of the conversation is that it attempted to address trade-related issues. This 

indicates that Pakistan’s military might be widening scopes from foreign policy concerns to the control of 

trade between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Land-based cross-border trade was put on hold temporarily due 

to concerns over the spread of COVID-19 (Gul, 2020, March 2). However, it is reported that while official 

crossings have been closed, unofficial dealings remain open under the oversight of the military. With the 

newly established fences on Afghan borders2, Pakistan’s armed forces acquired a powerful instrument to 

control both formal and informal cross-border flow of goods and people, thus reinforcing its leverage 

within Afghanistan – a country featured by a rapid replacement of formal by the informal economic sector. 

 

The ‘Ghani-Bajwa-Talk’ might also be interpreted as an official Afghan acknowledgement of the crucial 

role by Pakistan’s security apparatus – in particular within the intra-Afghan dialogue and other internal 

affairs (Guarda & Wolf, 2020; Wolf, 2020, February 29). In this context, it is crucial to point at the side-

lining of Pakistan’s own Prime Minister (PM) Imran Khan, which confirms the shift towards the Pakistani 

military in political decision-making power noticed by the press (Dawn, 2019, December 19) – and which 

the author had also foreseen (Wolf, 2020, February 19). Pakistan’s military is increasingly claiming 

exclusive decision-making powers at the expense of both PM Imran Khan and the Foreign Minister (FM) 

Shah Mehmood Qureshi. Both PM and FM already tried to position themselves within the Afghan peace 

process through several statements in the aftermath of the US-Taliban deal (Wolf, 2020, February 29). 

The fact that the COAS Bajwa has extended his ‘congratulations to President Ghani on his re-election as 

 
1 Civilians are here understood as the elected representative of the Pakistani people as it should be in a democracy worth the 

name. 
2 Pakistan’s unilateral fencing project of its shared border with Afghanistan is not completed yet, but the barriers already cover 

large parts of the demarcation line. 
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well as formation of the inclusive peace negotiating delegation3 of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan’ 

(AOP, 2020, April 3) in the upcoming talks with the Taliban can be seen as a hint that the Pakistani 

military is starting to publicly formulate its position in the internal affairs of Afghanistan. It seems that 

the military is abandoning the earlier, surprisingly silent stand on matters regarding Afghanistan it had 

upheld during the last months (Wolf, 2020, February 29). 

 

By accepting to engage in a conversation with General Bajwa, President Ghani apparently ignores 

Pakistan’s deconstructive impacts on the political and economic developments in his own country for the 

sake of partisan competition with his rival Abdullah. Otherwise, the ‘talk’ may prove to be an attempt by 

the President to inquire on Pakistan’s will to back up his own position vis-à-vis Abdullah and the Taliban.  

This conversation is a challenge for the goal of an Afghan-led and Afghan owned-peace process, yet it 

might give a new impetus for dialogue between the Ghani administration and the Taliban (if the later are 

interested in meaningful peace negotiations at all). It is therefore positive as regards the goal to keep the 

US-Taliban deal (U.S. Department of State, 2020) alive – thus helping to improve Ghani’s relations with 

the US administration under President Donald Trump.  

 

In any circumstance it is advisable that Western forces should support the current Afghan administration 

instead of “cornering President Ghani against the wall”. An important step in this direction would be to 

send a clear signal, sooner rather than later, towards any Afghan political force attempting to set up parallel 

political-institutional administrations intended to undermine the legitimate presidency of Ghani. This 

would not only strengthen the government in Kabul against the Jihadist Taliban but also vis-à-vis 

unwanted, destructive foreign influence, such as that by Pakistan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3The punitive measures (cutting of aid) by the US administration (Wolf, 2020, ) seem to have had some impact - not exactly 

that desired (that Ghani and Abdullah were to find a consensus), but at least the consequence that Ghani finally managed to 

form a delegation ready to engage in talks with the Taliban. This fact was positively received by Pompeo, U.S. Secretary of 

State. 
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