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Introduction 

This COI Focus aims to provide information on the security situation in Kabul City and is an update of 

both the COI Focus Afghanistan. Security Situation in Kabul City from 15 May 20191 and the Kabul 

City chapter taken from the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) Country of Origin Information 

Report. Afghanistan: Security Situation, published in June 20192. If any developments significantly 

change the security situation in Kabul, Cedoca will update this COI Focus as soon as possible. For a 

general introduction to the security situation in Afghanistan, reference is made to the EASO report 

listed above, published in June 2019.   

This report follows the structure of the individual provincial chapters in the June 2019 EASO report. 

The general description of the city contains information on the geography and population; the chapter 

on the background of the conflict takes a longer term look at the security situation in Kabul, including 

the actors active in the city. In the chapter on recent security trends, the nature of the violence, 

frequency, targets, locations, and victims are described within a timeframe from 1 April 2019 until 31 

March 2020. Finally, a separate chapter is dedicated to population displacements caused by the conflict 

and the situation of internally displaced people (IDPs) and returnees in Kabul City.3 

This report presents information from 1 April 2019 until 31 March 2020, taken from a wide range of 

sources, including national and international organisations, governmental agencies as well as local and 

international media. However, it should be noted that the reporting on the security situation cannot 

be considered complete for a variety of reasons, such as parties to the conflict exaggerating the actual 

situation, or minimizing it, incidents not being reported in mass media, etc. As Thomas Ruttig of the 

Afghanistan Analysts Network (AAN) notes in regard to information on the security situation in 

Afghanistan, ‘fact-based information has become scarcer’, ‘interpretations of what data there is has 

become politicized’ and parties in the conflict have become less transparent, which has made tracking 

trends in security more difficult.4  

Although sources providing statistical data are limited, Cedoca has chosen -in line with EASO- to refer 

to certain statistics or figures when this data can be taken as indicative. However, it should be read 

together with other indicators and information on developing trends. At the same time, Cedoca wants 

to emphasize that the list of incidents in this COI Focus is not exhaustive and does not pretend to be. 

The listed incidents are featured because they are considered relevant for assessing the security 

situation.  

Since January 2018, the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED), an American non-

profit conflict collection, analysis and crisis mapping project, releases data on ‘political violence and 

protest’ in Afghanistan.5 Afghan news agency Pajhwok Afghan News publishes monthly reports on 

attacks and casualties and in January 2020 it published annual figures for the year 2019.6 Since 

September 2018 international news agency The New York Times (NYT) publishes its monthly ‘Afghan 

War Casualty Reports’, compiling significant countrywide security incidents and casualties confirmed 

by NYT reporters.7 Because their use of a different data base, different definitions, methodologies and 

reporting periods make it difficult to incorporate them, Cedoca has chosen not to include these three 

                                                
 

1 Cedoca, COI Focus Afghanistan. Security Situation in Kabul City, 15 May 2019, url   
2 EASO, Country of Origin Information Report. Afghanistan: Security Situation, June 2019, url    
3 The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) conflict-induced displacement 
data included in this chapter range from 1 April 2019 to 3 March 2020, according to the last accessed UNOCHA 
update.  
4 Ruttig, T., More Violent, More Widespread: Trends in Afghan Security in 2017, AAN, 29 January 2018, url 
5 ACLED, Caucasus and Central Asia - Afghanistan, March 2020 (data accessed 27 March 2020), url 
6 Pajhwok Afghan News, 22,300 People Killed, Injured in Afghanistan Last Year, 7 January 2020, url 
7 NYT, The Afghan War Casualty Report, n.d., url 

https://www.cgvs.be/sites/default/files/rapporten/coi_focus_afghanistan_security_situation_in_kabul_city_20190515.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/Afghanistan_security_situation_2019.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/more-violent-more-widespread-trends-in-afghan-security-in-2017/
https://api.acleddata.com/acled/read.exportcsv
https://www.pajhwok.com/en/2020/01/07/22300-people-killed-injured-afghanistan-last-year
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/afghan-war-casualty-reports
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sources’ quantitative data in this report on Kabul City. Kabul City is generally well covered in analytical 

reports, better than other regions in Afghanistan.  

With the exception of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), there are no 

reliable sources that systematically report on the impact of conflict-related violence on civilians in 

Afghanistan. Analyst Thomas Ruttig points out the possibility that civilian casualties are ‘non- or 

underreported’ by UNAMA8, as its methodology requires that cases be verified through ‘at least three 

different and independent types of sources’ before being included in its reports.9 

Finding sources that provide a comprehensive view on the situation regarding displacement is also 

challenging. In March 2016, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

transferred the overall coordination of the response to conflict-induced displacement to the United 

Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA).10 AAN explains how UNOCHA 

collects statistics on IDPs by conducting joint assessments throughout the country and logging those 

assessments into a database.11 Although Cedoca is aware that these figures possibly do not include 

all IDPs -such as IDPs living in urban areas and therefore difficult to identify because they are dispersed 

among economic migrants and the urban poor or IDPs displaced in inaccessible areas12- UNOCHA data 

on conflict-induced displacement have been included in this report, as they are continuously and 

systematically updated and allow to discern patterns and trends or to enable comparisons. 

As this report is an update of the Kabul City chapter from the June 2019 EASO report, it is written 

according to the EASO COI Report Methodology (June 2019) and the EASO COI Referencing Guide 

(June 2019).13 

 

  

                                                
 

8 Ruttig, T., More Violent, More Widespread: Trends in Afghan Security in 2017, AAN, 29 January 2018, url 
9 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, url, p. 1 
10 UNHCR, Afghanistan Fact Sheet, June 2016, url  
11 Bjelica, J., Over Half a Million Afghans Flee Conflict in 2016: A look at the IDP Statistics, AAN, 28 December 
2016, url 
12 Bjelica, J., Over Half a Million Afghans Flee Conflict in 2016: A look at the IDP Statistics, AAN, 28 December 
2016, url 
13 Both can be downloaded from the EASO website: url 

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/more-violent-more-widespread-trends-in-afghan-security-in-2017/
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/afghanistan_protection_of_civilians_annual_report_2019_-_22_february.pdf
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Afghanistan%20Factsheet%20-%20JUN16.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/over-half-a-million-afghans-flee-conflict-in-2016-a-look-at-the-idp-statistics/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/over-half-a-million-afghans-flee-conflict-in-2016-a-look-at-the-idp-statistics/
https://easo.europa.eu/information-analysis/country-origin-information/coi-methodology-and-guides
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1. General description of the city 

Kabul City is the capital of Afghanistan and of Kabul province, of which it is a separate district alongside 

14 others.14 Surrounded by mountains, the city is located at 1 800 meters above sea level15 in the 

Central region of the country.16 While analyst Thomas Ruttig notes in a 2017 commentary that ‘Kabul 

urban district’ is identical to the city of Kabul,17 according to analyst Fabrizio Foschini in his 2017 

report for the United States Institute of Peace (USIP), the city of Kabul expanded from 12 districts or 

city wards to 22 municipal districts, which spread out to include neighbouring districts such as 

Chaharasyab or Musayi of Kabul province.18 A UNOCHA map, dated 4 January 2016, shows 22 police 

districts (PDs).19 In his 2019 geographical guide of Kabul City Foschini also refers to 22 urban districts 

that coincide with Kabul’s 22 PDs or nahia (the local Dari/Pashtou term for city district).20 

Kabul is by far Afghanistan’s most populous and influential city, characterized by an unprecedented 

demographic and urban growth.21 The City Mayors Statistics ranks Kabul as the fifth fastest growing 

city in the world, with an average annual growth rate of 4.74 %.22 According to United Nations (UN) 

Habitat, quoted by The Guardian, Kabul has seen a growth rate of 10 % during the last decade.23 

Foschini describes Kabul as a ‘primate city’, a city twice as large and important as the next largest city 

in the country.24 Kabul’s urbanized area has tripled since the 1978 master plan of the capital, 

continuously expanding in almost all directions.25 Massive returnee populations, IDPs and economic 

migrants have spurred this rapid growth in Kabul26, but the city’s infrastructure has not followed at 

the same pace.27 Kabul’s unregulated and burgeoning growth has compounded the problems already 

afflicting the capital, made their solution less likely and created new problems as well.28 As described 

by several sources, the main problems currently afflicting the Afghan capital are inadequate housing 

and sanitation, overstretched basic services and resources, unemployment, land grabbing, lack of 

ownership documents, poverty, traffic and limited accessibility, severe air pollution and criminality.29  

                                                
 

14 UNOCHA, Afghanistan: Kabul Province - District Atlas, 14 April 2014, url  
15 REACH, Area Based Community Profile: Kabul, Afghanistan, December 2017, url, p. 3 
16 CSO, Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey 2016-17, 23 September 2018, url, p. 99   
17 Ruttig, T., Kommentar zum Gutachten von Mag. Karl Mahringer (2017), 19 September 2017, url 
18 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, p. 10   
19 UNOCHA, Afghanistan: Kabul Informal Settlements, 4 January 2016, url 
20 Foschini, F., Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 
4  
21 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, pp. 9-10; Foschini, F., 
Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 1; NRC and 
ACAPS, Displacement and Access in Afghanistan: Scenarios, June 2019, url, p. 11; IGC, Urbanisation in Fragile 
Societies: Thinking about Kabul, 4 December 2019, url; Foschini, F., Kabul’s Expanding Crime Scene (Part 1): 
The Roots of Today’s Underworld, AAN, 11 February 2020, url 
22 City Mayors Statistics, The World’s Fastest Growing Cities and Urban Areas from 2006 to 2020, url  
23 Guardian (The), ‘There is Less Fear’: Restauration of Kabul Repairs the Ravages of War, 13 May 2019, url 
24 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, pp. 9-10; Foschini, F., 
Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 1 
25 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, p. 7; NRC and ACAPS, 
Displacement and Access in Afghanistan: Scenarios, June 2019, url, p. 11  
26 Metcalfe, V. et al., Sanctuary in the City? Urban Displacement and Vulnerability in Kabul, June 2012, url, p. 5; 
APPRO, Migration and Urban Development in Kabul: Classification or Accommodation?, October 2012, url, pp. 6-
8; Foschini, F., Kabul’s Expanding Crime Scene (Part 1): The Roots of Today’s Underworld, AAN, 11 February 
2020, url 
27 Ruttig, T., Alltag in Kabul. Referat von Thomas Ruttig (AAN) am 12. April 2017, 20 June 2017, url; NRC and 
ACAPS, Displacement and Access in Afghanistan: Scenarios, June 2019, url, p. 11   
28 Foschini, F., Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 
1 
29 Foschini, F., Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 
1; UN Environment Programme, Gasping for Air in Kabul, 29 April 2019, url; NRC and ACAPS, Displacement and 
Access in Afghanistan: Scenarios, June 2019, url, p. 11; Al Jazeera, Life in the City: Tackling Kabul's Urban 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/Kabul.pdf
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/afg_report_agora_kabul_city_profile_december_2017.pdf
http://cso.gov.af/Content/files/ALCS/ALCS%202016-17%20Analysis%20report%20-%20Full%20report23%20_09%202018-ilovepdf-compressed.pdf
http://www.fairness-asyl.at/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/201709_Ruttig-Kommentar-zu-Gutachten-Mahringer.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/kabul_city_kis_3w_2016jan04_v2_a3.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Kabul-Police-Districts.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Kabul-Police-Districts.pdf
https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/190705_acaps_nrc_scenarios_displacement_and_access_in_afghanistan.pdf
https://www.theigc.org/blog/urbanisation-in-fragile-societies-thinking-about-kabul/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/kabuls-expanding-crime-scene-part-1-the-roots-of-todays-underworld/
http://www.citymayors.com/statistics/urban_growth1.html
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/may/13/there-is-less-fear-restoration-of-kabul-repairs-the-ravages-of-war
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Kabul-Police-Districts.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/190705_acaps_nrc_scenarios_displacement_and_access_in_afghanistan.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/7722.pdf
file:///C:/Users/spiessens/Downloads/km_sanco_final_report_0_0%20(3).pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/kabuls-expanding-crime-scene-part-1-the-roots-of-todays-underworld/
https://www.sem.admin.ch/dam/data/sem/internationales/herkunftslaender/asien-nahost/afg/AFG-alltag-kabul-d.pdf
https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/190705_acaps_nrc_scenarios_displacement_and_access_in_afghanistan.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Kabul-Police-Districts.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Kabul-Police-Districts.pdf
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/gasping-air-kabul
https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/190705_acaps_nrc_scenarios_displacement_and_access_in_afghanistan.pdf
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According to American General Nicholson, the rapid growth of the city has complicated security in 

Kabul.30 In a February 2020 dispatch for the AAN think-thank, Foschini describes ‘post 2001 Kabul as 

an ever-changing city, in terms of boundaries and inhabitants, where many basic problems remain 

impossible to address’. Adding that the Afghan capital’s ‘rapid and uncontrolled urbanisation has 

created new economic and security challenges inside the city’, with ‘the residual urban social fabric 

that helped to preserve a certain social order, guaranteeing some degrees of security, now 

disappearing fast’.31 Acting Afghan Minister of Interior Massoud Andarabi points out that Kabul City 

lacks certain foundations on which a security layer can be built -referring to proper addresses, 

residents with official identity cards and a standardized municipal system.32  

More than three-quarters of Kabul province’s population lives in the city of Kabul.33 There is no 

consensus about its current population and growth.34 According to the Afghanistan Central Statistics 

Organisation (CSO), Kabul City has an estimated population of 5 million in 2019-2020.35 However, 

exact population figures are disputed and estimates range from 3.5 million up to a possible 6.5 million 

inhabitants in 2020.36 According to the Global Cities Institute, quoted by The Guardian, the Afghan 

capital is projected to be home to about 50 million people by the end of the century.37  

Kabul City is laid out as a circle consisting of three concentric rings: the first one includes Shahr-e 

Kohna, the old city, Shahr-e Naw, the new city, as well as Shash Darak and Wazir Akbar Khan, where 

many foreign embassies, international organisations and offices are located. The second ring consists 

of neighbourhoods developed in the 1950s-1980s to host the growing urban population, like Taimani, 

Qala-e Fatullah, Kart-e Se, Kart-e Chahar, Kart-e Naw and the microraions (Soviet-style residential 

districts). The outer, growing ring of the city expanded rapidly after 2001, mainly housing Afghans 

who have migrated to the capital since then and some high-profile residential compounds.38  

Kabul has historically been a majority Persian-speaking city with its own distinctive Dari dialect.39 It is 

ethnically diverse with communities from almost all Afghan ethnicities. Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, 

Uzbeks, Turkmen, Baluch, Sikhs and Hindus all reside there, with no group clearly dominating.40 

Analyst Foschini describes central Kabul as ‘cosmopolitan’ and more mixed than in the past. According 

to Foschini, the constant movement of residents has a disruptive effect on social networks in the centre 

                                                
 

Challenges, 11 July 2019, url; Migrationsverket - Finnish Immigration Service, Afghanistan: Fact-Finding Mission 
to Kabul in April 2019 - Situation of Returnees in Kabul, 15 October 2019, url, pp. 1, 3, 7-8; DW, Kabul - Where 
Breathing Can Kill You, 6 December 2019, url; Al Jazeera, Kabul, 17 Killed Due to Hazardous Levels of Air 
Pollution, 31 December 2019, url; NYT, They Fight Suicide Bombers. But Can Afghan Police Fight Crime?, 8 
February 2020, url    
30 Washington Post (The), ‘The Taliban is in the City’: Secretive Raids with U.S. Forces Launched to Stop Kabul 
Attacks, 14 March 2018, url  
31 Foschini, F., Kabul’s Expanding Crime Scene (Part 1): The Roots of Today’s Underworld, AAN, 11 February 
2020, url 
32 NYT, They Fight Suicide Bombers. But Can Afghan Police Fight Crime?, 8 February 2020, url     
33 CSO, Kabul Province Socio-Demographic and Economic Survey Highlights, 13 January 2015, url, p. 5   
34 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, p. 9; Foschini, F., 
Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 1  
35 CSO, Estimated Population of Afghanistan 2019-2020, 2019, url   
36 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, p. 9; Foschini, F., 
Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 1; IGC, 
Urbanisation in Fragile Societies: Thinking about Kabul, 4 December 2019, url; City Mayors Statistics, The 
World’s Largest Cities and Urban Areas in 2020, url 
37 Guardian (The), Pressure Builds in ‘Powderkeg’ Kabul as Refugees Return Home, 15 March 2018, url 
38 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, April 2017, url, p. 6; Foschini, F., Kabul 
Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, pp. 5-27 
39 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, April 2017, url, p. 13 
40 Pajhwok Afghan News, Kabul Province Background Profile, n.d., url; Noori, W. A., Challenges of Traffic 
Development in Kabul City, University of Giessen, 2010, url, pp. 35-36, 38-39; Foschini, F., Kabul and the 
Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, p. 6; Foschini, F., Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical 
Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, pp. 5-27 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/07/life-city-tackling-kabul-urban-challenges-190711065801100.html
https://migri.fi/documents/5202425/5914056/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf/ebbe969e-aea8-768d-c10b-37fad4b2bbd2/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf
https://www.dw.com/en/kabul-where-breathing-can-kill-you/av-51551566
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/12/kabul-17-killed-due-hazardous-levels-air-pollution-191231062957367.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/08/world/asia/kabul-crime-police.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2018/03/14/the-taliban-is-in-the-city-secretive-raids-by-u-s-forces-among-the-options-used-to-stop-attacks-in-kabul/?utm_term=.d6d4314036f1
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/kabuls-expanding-crime-scene-part-1-the-roots-of-todays-underworld/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/08/world/asia/kabul-crime-police.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/kabul-province-socio-demographic-and-economic-survey-highlights
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Kabul-Police-Districts.pdf
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of the city.41 Districts in Kabul’s outskirts are ethnically more homogenous than the city centre. They 

are where the most recent settlements are to be found and new residents rely on their networks to 

find housing and jobs.42 As people tend to move to areas where they already have family or into 

particular districts as part of a larger group with the same ethnicity, different city neighbourhoods 

have become associated with different ethnic groups.43 For example, northern districts such as 

Khairkhana are primarily associated with Tajiks, whereas western outskirts such as Dasht-e Barchi 

primarily with Hazaras.44 In these densely populated neighbourhoods where recent immigrants share 

the same regional or ethnic background, a sort of ‘village society’ has emerged, whose dwellers know 

each other and have more direct connections with their province of origin than with central Kabul.45 

Because of its high concentration of government buildings, international organisations, diplomatic 

compounds and national and international security forces, the capital has a different security outlook 

than most of Afghanistan’s other districts and provinces.46  

2. Background on the conflict & actors in Kabul City 

2.1. Type of violence, tactics used and main targets 

In his 2019 periodical reports to the Security Council’s General Assembly, the UN Secretary-General 

(UNSG) describes the security situation in Afghanistan as remaining ‘volatile, with a high number of 

security incidents’.47 The year 2019 was characterised by major fluctuations in countrywide conflict-

related violence, coinciding with gains and setbacks made during the peace negotiations between the 

Taliban and the United States (US) in Doha.48 The first half of the year saw an intense US airstrike 

campaign, while attacks by anti-government elements (AGEs) reduced considerably. UNAMA marks a 

significant decrease in suicide attacks attributed to the Taliban and Islamic State Khorasan Province 

(ISKP)49 in the first six months of 2019.50 This was followed by a particularly violent third quarter, 

when UNAMA registers the highest number of civilian casualties of any quarter since it began 

systematic documentation in 2009. UNAMA attributes this to a spike in suicide and non-suicide 

improvised explosive device (IED) attacks by the Taliban, as well as to election-related violence (see 

                                                

 

41 Foschini, F., Kabul Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 
3 
42 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, pp. 6, 58   
43 APPRO, Migration and Urban Development in Kabul: Classification or Accommodation?, October 2012, url, p. 8; 
IGC, Urbanisation in Fragile Societies: Thinking about Kabul, 4 December 2019, url    
44 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, pp. 6-8 
45 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, April 2017, url, p. 7; Foschini, F., Kabul 
Unpacked - A Geographical Guide to a Metropolis in the Making, AAN, 19 March 2019, url, p. 3  
46 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, USIP, 10 April 2017, url, p. 5; Osman, B., A 
Black Week in Kabul (2): Who Are the Most Likely Perpetrators?, AAN, 7 June 2017, url 
47 UNSG, The Situation in Afghanistan and Its Implications for International Peace and Security, 14 June 2019, 
url, p. 5; UNSG, The Situation in Afghanistan and Its Implications for International Peace and Security, 3 
September 2019, url, p. 5; UNSG, The Situation in Afghanistan and Its Implications for International Peace and 
Security, 10 December 2019, url, p. 5 
48 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, url, pp. 
5-6   
49 ISKP is Islamic State's local ‘franchise’ in Afghanistan and Pakistan, also known as Daesh in Afghanistan - see: 
AAN, Thematic Dossier XV: Daesh in Afghanistan, 1 August 2017, url  
50 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, url, pp. 
5-6, 11, 16-17, 32-33  
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below).51 Violence reduced again in 2019’s last quarter. UNAMA correlates this with the significant 

setback of ISKP in Nangarhar province in November and the resuming of the Taliban-US peace talks 

in December 2019.52 

This nationwide fluctuation in violence is reflected in the evolution of the security situation in Kabul. 

The conflict in the city is characterized by asymmetric tactical warfare.53 Although the Afghan capital 

remains under government control,54 armed opposition groups have shown that they can infiltrate the 

city and have the capacity to carry out attacks.55 Kabul regularly witnesses violence.56 Large-scale 

suicide and complex attacks57 causing hundreds of civilian casualties were recorded in previous 

years.58 After an increase in the first half of 201859, the number of high-profile suicide and complex 

attacks in Kabul started to decrease from the second half of 2018 and further into 2019.60 In its 

periodical reports, UNSG suggests the decrease in suicide attacks can be attributed to successful 

interdiction efforts and enhanced security measures by the Afghan National Defence and Security 

Forces (ANDSF) in the capital (see below).61 UNSG notes the decrease in suicide attacks in the first 

half of 2019 was accompanied by increased targeting of Afghan security facilities as opposed to civilian 

targets.62 As in the whole of Afghanistan, violence in Kabul intensified during the third quarter of 2019, 

with several suicide and complex attacks in the city in the months of July, August and September (see 

                                                
 

51 UNAMA, Afghanistan: Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict. Special Report: 2019 Election-Related Violence, 
October 2019, url, p. 5; UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 
February 2020, url, pp. 5-6, 11, 16-17, 32-33 
52 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, url, pp. 
5-6, 16-17, 32-33 
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oppdatering, 5 September 2018, url, p. 4  
54  USDoD, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan - June 2019, 12 July 2019, url, p. 18; USDoD, 
Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan - December 2019, 23 January 2020, url, p. 16 
55 USDoD, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan - June 2019, 12 July 2019, url, p. 18; Landinfo, 
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below).63 In the last quarter, as in the rest of the country, fewer attacks were carried out in the 

capital.64 A similar trend has continued into 2020, with few high-profile and suicide attacks recorded 

in the first months of the year.65 

Despite the overall reduction in high-profile attacks, Kabul remained the province suffering the highest 

number of suicide attacks (including complex attacks) in 2019, with UNAMA recording 15 suicide 

attacks in the capital out of a nationwide total of 26.66 

UNAMA reports on suicide IEDs, non-suicide IEDs and targeted/deliberate killings as the three main 

tactics used in Kabul in 2019.67 International Crisis Group (ICG) analyst Borhan Osman notes ‘high-

profile attacks have become less frequent as the insurgents have shifted toward targeted 

assassinations (see below) -often using small magnetic bombs that kill fewer civilians’.68 Shootings by 

assassins riding on the back of motorcycles, magnetic bombs attached to vehicles and remote IEDs 

are the tactics most often used for targeted killings.69 

Several media sources report on the decrease in mass casualty attacks in urban centres like Kabul 

City70, suggesting however that this ‘unusual calm’ could be ‘misleading’.71 According to analysts 

interviewed by the Norwegian Country of Origin Information Centre Landinfo in October 2019, the 

Taliban’s capacity is not diminished and their rhetoric has not changed -a warning that the insurgence 

group could turn back to large suicide attacks in Kabul to show its strength.72  

As in previous years, the main targets of the attacks in Kabul City during the reporting period were 

Afghan government departments and officials, the Afghan security forces and high-profile international 

institutions, both military and civil -including diplomatic and UN personnel and western non-

governmental organisations (NGOs).73 UNAMA expresses its concern on the additional targeting of 

judges and prosecutors, health care workers, aid workers and human rights defenders.74 According to 
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UNOCHA’s 2020 Humanitarian Response Plan, the highest number of incidents involving aid workers 

being killed, injured or kidnapped in 2019 was recorded in Kabul.75 Amnesty International (AI) notes 

that human rights defenders and activists working in Kabul City are generally more exposed to threats 

because of their level of public prominence in the capital.76 

Several sources report on a pattern of continued intimidation, threats and violence faced by media 

workers and journalists in 2019.77 In June 2019, the Taliban issued a public statement warning 

journalists they would become a military target if they kept on publishing ‘anti-Taliban propaganda’.78 

In march 2020, Kabul-based journalists reported to Afghan news agency Tolo News that lack of 

security remains one of their main problems.79 UNAMA also reported on increased Taliban pressure on 

telecommunications companies to meet their demands. Throughout 2019, UNAMA documented several 

incidents of the Taliban deliberately targeting individuals and infrastructure associated with the Salaam 

Telecommunications Network, including a magnetic IED attack killing Salaams chief commercial officer 

in Kabul City in the beginning of August. After the Taliban issued a statement declaring the 

telecommunications company and its infrastructure as military targets at the end of August 2019, 

UNAMA verified several incidents in which the Taliban attacked Salaam facilities in Kabul.80 

According to AAN analyst Thomas Ruttig, suicide and complex attacks in urban centres like Kabul ‘do 

not directly change the balance of power on the battlefield, but do have propaganda impacts’.81 The 

United States Department of Defence (USDoD) describes the objectives of the Taliban and ISKP in 

conducting suicide attacks in Kabul as attracting international media attention, creating the perception 

of widespread insecurity and undermining the Afghan government’s legitimacy as well as the 

population’s confidence in the Afghan security forces.82  

2.2. Main actors in the city 

Kabul remains a target for insurgent groups and AGEs such as the Taliban and ISKP, who continue to 

carry out attacks in the city.83  In an interview with EASO in January 2019, a military analyst specialized 

in Afghanistan pointed at the difference in strategies used by the Taliban and ISKP. While the Taliban 

mostly focus their attacks on security forces or Afghan government employees, trying to avoid 
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collateral damage among the civilian population, ISKP attacks are mostly designed to cause a high 

number of civilian casualties.84 

2.2.1. Taliban 

Despite efforts to improve security in the capital, the Taliban were able to launch several attacks in 

Kabul throughout 2019, resulting in numerous civilian casualties.85 According to USDoD, the Taliban 

continue to prioritize attacks in Kabul, although their ground movements in the capital have been 

reduced.86 The tactics most frequently used by the Taliban in urban centres like Kabul are suicide 

attacks and truck bombs.87 In December 2019, USDoD reported that the Taliban have the ability to 

conduct high-profile attacks against government and international coalition facilities in urban centres, 

while continuing to pressure the ANDSF through their military campaign. The Taliban strategy in the 

third quarter of 2019 is described as a mixture of ‘fight and talk’, combining several high-profile attacks 

in Kabul City with continuous peace negotiations for a US troop withdrawal.88  

According to UNAMA, suicide attacks by the Taliban increased substantially in 2019, as did the 

insurgency group’s use of large vehicle-borne (VB) IEDs.89 In 2019, UNAMA reported the highest 

nationwide number of civilian casualties caused by the Taliban from VBIEDs (133 % increase compared 

to 2018) since it began systematic documentation in 2009.90 On the other hand, UNAMA reports a 6 % 

decrease in the countrywide number of civilian casualties from deliberate attacks against civilians 

attributed to the Taliban in 201991, compared to a nearly 50 % increase92 in 201893. 

During a briefing for a small group of western journalists in December 2019 in Nangarhar province, 

the acting director of the Taliban’s military operations, Mauwlawi Muhammad Ali Jan Ahmed, referred 

to his militants’ ‘quest for legitimacy on the global stage’. Commanders and fighters describe their 

militancy as ‘committed to the use of violence to achieve its goal of regaining political power’. Pointing 

to the resources freed up by the conclusion of the fight against ISKP in Nangarhar, a Taliban 

commander responsible for Kabul province declared to The Washington Post that ‘the Taliban would 

be able to shift back to conducting more high-profile attacks in Kabul and elsewhere’. He added that 

the group launches attacks in Kabul because there are many targets there for them, referring to the 

large number of foreigners in the capital.94  

A diplomatic source, cited by Landinfo in January 2020, refers to a significant distance between the 

political and military wing of the Taliban. He describes the latter as ‘hardliners’ who believe in the 

possibility to win the war militarily, while referring to the political wing as having more faith in a 

breakthrough in the peace negotiations.95 A Harvard University field analysis indicates the Taliban 
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remain politically present at both the local and national level and are visible in Kabul, from where 

decisions are made and communicated.96 

Researcher Antonio Giustozzi97 and an international organisation interviewed by the Finnish 

Immigration Service, both report on an infiltration of the Taliban in Kabul City -with strong information 

networks supporting the movement.98 According to Giustozzi, there are three different Taliban 

intelligence organisations in Kabul City: the Haqqanis’, the Quetta Shura’s and the Mashhad Office’s, 

counting for an estimated 1 500 Taliban informants. These are found in all city districts99, but with a 

high concentration in the districts where government offices and embassies are mostly located.100 

According to a military analyst in Kabul, cited by NYT, the Taliban ‘are showing their capacity to 

undermine government functions anywhere in the country and thus not allowing it to protect major 

population centres’. He adds the Taliban are concerned about the morale of their fighters and 

commanders, trying to convince them they are winning the war.101  

2.2.2. Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) 

During 2016, ISKP emerged as a new actor in Kabul. This has resulted in a more fragmented picture 

of the conflict in the Afghan capital and a change in the profile of the attacks carried out in the city.102  

According to 2019 figures recorded by the UN Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS) and cited 

by UNAMA, ISKP security-related incidents have decreased in Kabul.103 Due to continued ANDSF 

pressure to disrupt its activities, ISKP exhibited a reduced capacity to carry out high-profile attacks in 

2019.104 USDoD adds that the detention of several ISKP militants during raids in Kabul has temporarily 

degraded the group’s attack tempo and denied propaganda victories.105 However, at the same time, 

ISKP is reported to remain active, ambitious and threatening, maintaining an operational capacity in 

the capital.106 According to USDoD reports published in July 2019 and January 2020, ISKP retains the 
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capability to conduct mass casualty attacks with the intent to weaken public support for the Afghan 

government and the Taliban. In 2019, the militant group’s attacks primarily targeted the Afghan 

government and security forces, targets of opportunity related to the elections and members of the 

Shia religious minority (see below).107 

In 2019, UNAMA reported an overall reduction in civilian casualties from deliberate attacks against 

civilians attributed to ISKP as compared to 2018 when UNAMA documented record high numbers. 

Countrywide,108 UNAMA attributes 157 incidents resulting in 1 223 civilian casualties to ISKP in 2019, 

which represents a 44 % decrease compared to 2018. This is mainly due to the above mentioned 

decrease in suicide attacks, including complex attacks and attacks targeting civilians in civilian-

populated areas like Kabul.109  

BBC analyst Abid Zainul refers to inghimasi attacks as one of ISKP’s main tactics in Kabul. These are 

operations carried out by well-trained fighters, mostly single attackers wearing a body-borne (BB) 

IED110, in which the assailant is not expecting to survive.111 Several sources refer to a change in ISKP 

tactics in 2019, focusing more on defensive operations and IED emplacement112 and causing a 

significant increase in civilian casualties attributed to the group from non-suicide IEDs (183 % 

increase) as well as from ground engagements (742 % increase).113 Researcher Amira Jadoon relates 

ISKP’s interest in Kabul to various factors: Kabul City is the most densely populated region in the 

country, located quite close to ISKP’s strongholds in the east, while also providing the insurgency 

group with greater opportunities to strike both state and civilian targets.114   

While ISKP represents a diminished threat since receiving a significant setback in late 2019 in what 

had been its Afghan headquarters in Nangarhar province, several sources indicate the group has not 

been eradicated entirely and has shown notable resilience in the past. Grounds for concern are added 

that several ISKP groups might have relocated to Kunar and Kabul, raising the potential for a 

resurgence115 -although reviving the groups networks would probably need time116. Sources suggest 
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ISKP could aim to take over the role of main opposition force if the ongoing peace negotiations appear 

successful and the Taliban stop fighting the US and Afghan government.117 

ISKP is reported to have created a network of cells in various Afghan cities, maintaining active cells in 

Kabul.118 Analyst Borhan Osman points out that it is difficult to estimate the number of ISKP fighters 

in the capital.119 Osman describes the leaders of these cells in Kabul as veterans, formerly of the 

Haqqani Network, the Taliban, or Al Qaeda, who have brought their expertise and network to ISKP.120 

An acknowledged analyst Landinfo spoke with describes the ISKP cells in Kabul as having a high degree 

of autonomy. They mainly consist of people who have a good knowledge of the city and are able to 

plan and carry out attacks in an urban setting.121 According to American officials cited by NYT, ‘no 

ISKP cell is more threatening to maintain stability in Afghanistan than the one in Kabul’, adding that 

the militant group in the capital has become increasingly skilled in avoiding detection.122 

ISKP is reported to have an effective (often online) recruitment strategy in the capital, conducting 

outreach activities in religious and academic institutions -including Kabul University. A significant 

number of Afghan youth from diverse social, economic and geographical backgrounds are drawn to its 

Salafi-jihadist ideology through its increased access to social media.123 Educated urbanites are mostly 

recruited for logistical, financial or communication roles.124 USDoD refers to social media as the 

primary method for ISKP affiliates to communicate as well as an important medium through which 

ISKP propaganda influences online.125 According to a 2020 research paper from the Afghan Institute 

for Strategic Studies (AISS), ISKP’s recruitment ‘has also benefitted from prior Taliban relationships’, 

referring to ISKP recruiters in universities in Kabul and Jalalabad openly recruiting for the Taliban.126   

A young ISKP fighter from a middle-class Kabul family, interviewed by The Washington Post in a 

National Directorate of Security (NDS) detention centre in the capital, said he was drawn to Nangarhar 

through online propaganda. After two months of training he returned to Kabul as a mid-level ISKP 

operative, working in a small underground cell facilitating several attacks in the city. Often, these 

young ISKP affiliates in the capital lead a double life. When he was not planning or carrying out attacks 

the young fighter studied at a private university in Kabul and ran a small grocery store to support his 
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family.127 ISKP is said to pay its fighters higher salaries than their Taliban counterparts128, but -

according to an international source Landinfo spoke to in October 2019- financing has recently become 

more difficult.129 

Despite the group’s recent constriction, ISKP’s bombings in Kabul inflicting numerous civilian casualties 

have reshaped the capital’s residents’ understanding of violence and caused a trauma that lingers 

on.130 

2.2.3. Haqqani 

According to research by Stanford University, the Haqqani Network is believed to have introduced 

suicide operations as a fighting method in Afghanistan.131 Referring to the UN, the Long War Journal 

(LWJ) describes the network in March 2019 as ‘holding key positions within the Taliban hierarchy and 

Al Qaeda’s long-time ally, maintaining a significant terror network in Kabul’.132 According to USDoD 

and the UN, the Haqqani Network133 has assumed an increasingly influential role in the Taliban’s 

organisation and military operations.134 The network has repeatedly targeted Kabul in recent years 

and is believed to be responsible for several complex attacks on government and international targets 

in heavily populated areas of the city.135 In December 2019, USDoD reported that the Haqqani Network 

did not conduct any high-profile attack in the capital region during the last quarter of 2019, but 

continues to be integral to the Taliban’s effort to pressure the Afghan government in Kabul -as 

exemplified by a VBIED attack against a military convoy in the city on 5 September.136 In addition to 

its funding from donors in Pakistan and the Gulf, the group has increasingly turned to criminal activities 

such as kidnapping, extortion and smuggling.137  

2.2.4. Unidentified armed groups or unclaimed attacks 

Attacks in Kabul often remain unclaimed or are conducted by unidentified armed groups.138 Analysts 

highlight the challenge in assessing the credibility of claims or denials of involvement in certain attacks 
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and in attributing responsibility. On the one hand, there are indications that diverse pro-ISKP groups 

claim attacks that have not been carried out by them. On the other hand, the Taliban often deny their 

involvement in attacks causing high numbers of civilian casualties.139 Additionally, analysts note that 

‘criminal networks and groups loosely connected with other insurgency actors are able to provide ISKP 

with one-off help in exchange for financial incentives’140 and ‘there also might be an infrastructure, 

logistics and possible personnel (‘terrorists to hire’) that can be utilized by the Haqqani Network or 

other Taliban groups, splinter groups sailing under an IS[KP] banner, and violent Pakistani sectarian 

(anti-Shia) groups’141. 

2.3. The Kabul security plan 

The security plan for Kabul City, called the ‘Zarghun Belt’ (Green Belt) and announced mid-August 

2017, provided for a gradual expansion of Kabul’s diplomatic area (also known as ‘Green Zone’) to the 

north of Wazir Akbar Khan, Sherpur and an area along the road leading to the airport.142 In the wake 

of several attacks in Kabul carried out in January 2018, the approval of a new security plan for the 

Afghan capital was announced143 and the Kabul Enhanced Security Zone (ESZ) was established.144  

New security measures implemented since then include: replacing permanent checkpoints with 

temporary ones and mobile controls; replacing all police district commanders; surveillance of accesses 

from the different neighbourhoods that were traditionally not monitored; reinforcement of controls at 

the main entrances to Kabul through its four gates; more comprehensive searches of large vehicles 

entering Kabul’s international zone; additional road blockades and increased patrolling; additional 

checkpoints on many of the side roads connecting suburbs of Kabul to the centre of the city; increased 

communication across Kabul’s local police districts; increased reconnaissance and intelligence 

activities by security forces by building an intelligence fusion cell.145 

In March 2019, Kabul police chief Sayed Mohammad Roshandil reported that the city police were 

preparing to create a ‘Blue Zone’ surrounding the ‘Green Zone’, stretching the fortified area by 1.5 to 

4 kilometres. Additionally, the number of closed-circuit cameras throughout Kabul were planned to be 
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more than doubled to 800.146 Trained sniper dogs were deployed at checkpoints in the city to detect 

explosives.147 

Kabul residents, especially those living in the central parts of the city, complain that the new security 

measures have exacerbated the city’s traffic problems.148 Voices of protest have also been reported 

among civilians residing in the area of Kabul’s Green Zone, stating that ‘the presence of foreign camps 

close to a common residential area is like a death threat to the people [living there]’.149 AAN analyst 

Thomas Ruttig describes this ‘development of the Green Zone and North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 

(NATO) military base in the middle of a crowded city as showing sheer disrespect for the security of 

local people’.150 After a third attack on the Green Village fortified compound in the east of Kabul City 

in September 2019, hundreds of angered residents surged through the capital’s streets demanding 

that foreigners vacate their neighbourhoods.151  

Under the new measures, responsibility for Kabul’s enhanced security zone has been transferred to 

the Kabul Security Force (KSF) -replacing a patchwork of police, military and private security 

contractors, previously reporting to different chains of command. Afghan National Police (ANP) forces 

maintain responsibility for security within Kabul City. Afghan National Army (ANA) troops secure the 

perimeter of the city. The NDS corps ensures that information and intelligence collection and sharing 

remain focused on the prevention of high-profile attacks in Kabul.152 A previously established separate 

special Crisis Response Unit (CRU 222) within the ANP in Kabul is responsible for preventing and 

responding to (high-profile) attacks.153 According to the US Department of State (USDoS) these 

specialized CRUs continue to thwart attacks in Afghanistan’s major cities and their operations are 

planned to be doubled throughout the country.154 The ANA has an independent Capital Division (111) 

that is responsible for security in Kabul.155 In mid-2019, USDoD reported that Kabul security remained 

a top priority for the ANDSF, focusing on strategic threats to the capital.156 The Special Mission Wing 

(SMW), an ANDSF unit established in 2012, has several assault squadrons in Kabul to conduct 

counterterrorism and counternarcotic missions.157 In the second half of 2019, about 10 % of US’ and 

Afghan Forces’ operations focused on the Kabul region, preventing high-profile attacks.158 During the 
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same period, the operational tempo of the General Command of Police Special Units (GCPSU)159 within 

Kabul increased by 300 %.160   

Since autumn 2018, under Kabul police chief Roshandil, Afghan police and intelligence forces have 

begun a concerted effort to restore order in Kabul and to dismantle Taliban and ISKP cells in and 

around the city.161 For example, the Afghan intelligence arrested six ISKP media activists in Kabul City 

in a special operation in April 2019.162 According to Ministry of Interior (MoI) officials, the Afghan 

security forces foiled 35 attacks in Kabul during the three days of the Islamic holiday of Eid Al-Fitr in 

June 2019.163 According to analyst Thomas Ruttig, these claims are however difficult to verify.164 In 

the same month, an NDS Special Unit arrested six ISKP members in Kabul, allegedly involved in 

kidnappings, transferring of weapons and explosives and relocating of ISKP members to Nangarhar.165 

In July 2019, four ISKP operatives were arrested during a counterterrorism raid in Kabul, including a 

lecturer and graduates from Kabul university.166 Beginning of August 2019, Afghan Special Forces and 

ANP raided three ISKP cells in Kabul’s PDs 8, 11 and 15, resulting in the arrest and killing of several 

ISKP members. According to the Afghan intelligence agency, this operation destroyed a ‘bomb-making 

cache’ and several hideouts where militants were planning to carry out activities in the city.167 In 

February 2020, nine ISKP sympathisers were arrested during an operation in Gulbahar Centre in Kabul. 

The second floor of this landmark mall in the city housed a shop providing financial support to the 

insurgence group.168 

2.4. Criminality 

The Asia Foundation’s 2019 Survey of the Afghan People records the highest experienced crime rate 

in Kabul since they began asking this question to their respondents.169 In a February 2020 dispatch, 

AAN analyst Foschini points out the importance of recognizing that security in the Afghan capital is not 

about insurgent attacks alone but includes criminality. According to Foschini, ‘nowadays criminality 

constitutes the biggest threat and concern for a majority of the city’s inhabitants’. He suggests several 

aspects and current trends that have contributed to Kabul’s rising crime scene. In the first place, a 

significant urban growth and city population surge combined with declining economic opportunities 

and rising unemployment seem to have driven more people into illegal activities as a means of survival. 

Secondly, the influence and fearlessness of heavily armed and politically-connected criminal networks 

in Kabul has grown. Thirdly, Foschini considers the impact of changing patterns in the social behaviour 

of Kabul’s youth. Certain groups of young people, who are deprived of education and exposed to a 

tough life on the capital’s streets, have developed a more rash and cynical attitude and have lost 

respect for traditional values. Foschini refers to the Khairkhana city neighbourhood where a kind of 

                                                
 

159 A Ministry of Interior (MoI) Afghan Special Security Force. 
160 USDoD, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan - December 2019, 23 January 2020, url, p. 78 
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164 Ruttig, T., Before Doha 7: Afghanistan Peace Efforts Recovering from a Lull?, AAN, 29 June 2019, url 
165 Tolo News, Afghan Forces Arrest Six Daesh Members in Kabul, 9 June 2019, url 
166 VOA, Afghan University Teacher, Students Among IS Operatives Arrested in Kabul, 8 July 2019, url 
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‘Afghan gangsta style’ has emerged among youngsters, developing manners and a language typical 

of city gangs. These local youth gangs are likely to join the ranks of armed and criminal groups.170  

Foschini differentiates between targeted killings disguised as criminally-motivated attacks (see below) 

and common criminality in Kabul City.171 He describes newly appearing typologies of crimes and 

worsening already existing patterns. Home raids by armed burglars and personally-driven murders 

are recently happening in central city areas that used to be considered relatively safe (e.g. Kart-e 

Naw, Wazirabad and Khairkhana). Petty theft such as pickpocketing and robbery has become 

organised on public transport (especially shared taxis) and on the streets (e.g. in areas such as 

Mandawi Chawk, Kot-e Sangi, Chehel Sotun and the edge of PD 7, Kart-e Naw, Jalalabad Road, 

Taimani and Qala-ye Fatullah, Wazirabad, Khairkhana and PD 21). Robberies and car-jacking often 

involve weapons and appear to have an increasingly violent outcome. Organised criminal gangs 

engage in kidnappings and extortion, targeting a range of businesses from petrol stations to factories 

(e.g. in neighbourhoods such as PD 3, 4 and 10, Kart-e Naw, Koh-e Asmai/TV Mountain and Aliabad 

Hill, Jalalabad Road, Taimani and Qala-ye Fathullah, Khairkhana, higher Paghman valley, Qasaba and 

PD 17). An unprecedented expansion of the Kabul drug market has led to a significant increase in 

narco-trafficking and drug-related crimes in the city (e.g. in areas such as Shahrara and Pul-e Sukhta, 

Kot-e Sangi, Deh Afghanan, Quwa-ye Markaz, Bagh Ali Mardan and PD 1 and 2).172 

Media sources report on a significant increase in criminal activities in Kabul City during the research 

period173 -including murder174, armed robbery175, kidnappings176, extortion177, drug-related 

criminality178179 and land grabbing180. In January 2020, the Kabul police headquarters is reported to 

have registered over a 100 criminal cases in one month.181 According to UNHCR, cited by the Finnish 
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2020, url 
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Wanted Man Says ‘NDS Asked Him to Commit Assassinations’ in Kabul, 27 January 2020, url 
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Immigration Service, kidnapping is a major concern for many Kabul citizens.182 UNAMA notes the 

underreporting of abductions (including NGO workers and UN staff members) by armed groups and 

criminal gangs in 2019.183 An international organisation Landinfo spoke to in 2019, describes a change 

in the profile of potential targets for kidnappings in Kabul. In addition to foreigners, wealthy Afghans 

are targeted as well.184 City residents complain of increasing lawlessness -resulting in people changing 

their routes to work, carrying guns and keeping weapons at home. Cited by news agency France 24, 

the Deputy Minister of Interior points at the psychological/mental toll crime is taking on the capital’s 

inhabitants.185 

Several sources report on the ineffective police response to Kabul’s rapidly expanding crime scene. 

According to Afghan security officials, cited by NYT, Afghanistan’s ‘law enforcement has been so 

militarised over the past two decades of war with the Taliban that officers are profoundly unprepared 

for the basic needs of policing in times of peace’. Only 1 200 of the 15 000 Kabul City police personnel 

are assigned to criminal investigations. Colonel Aryan Faizy, head of Kabul’s Criminal Investigations 

Department, points at the problem of accessibility in the city, often impeded by road blocks, blast 

walls and watchtowers. Faizy declares his department’s priority is the improvement and expansion of 

centrally managed local information networks.186 Analyst Foschini describes the development of a 

modus vivendi between police and criminals in many Kabul City neighbourhoods. Despite efforts to 

break the connections between organised crime and the police, such as reforms within the Ministry of 

Interior and rotations of police commanders, powerful and deeply-rooted (political) interests often 

result in impunity.187  

According to Foschini, the recent spike in crime frequency in Kabul and the increased level of violence 

involved have changed the attitude of the city’s residents. Having spoken to several crime witnesses, 

Foschini suggests that the previously noticed degree of public response towards instances of criminality 

seems to have decreased and the capital’s residents have adopted a more cautious attitude towards 

getting involved.188 

3. Recent security trends in Kabul City 

3.1. Civilian casualties: general 

Without providing data on civilian casualties for its individual districts, UNAMA counts Kabul province 

in 2019 as the first among five provinces where the inhabitants are most impacted by the conflict.189  

                                                

 

182 Migrationsverket - Finnish Immigration Service, Afghanistan: Fact-Finding Mission to Kabul in April 2019 - 
Situation of Returnees in Kabul, 15 October 2019, url, p. 6 
183 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, url, p. 
50  
184 Landinfo, Afghanistan: Sikkerhetssituasjon og konfliktmonster i 2019, 22 January 2020, url, p. 26  
185 France 24, Never Mind the War: Kabul Residents Fear Surge in Violent Crime, 22 May 2019, url 
186 NYT, They Fight Suicide Bombers. But Can Afghan Police Fight Crime?, 8 February 2020, url 
187 Foschini, F., Kabul’s Expanding Crime Scene (Part 2): Criminal Activities and the Police Response, AAN, 21 
February 2020, url  
188 Foschini, F., Kabul’s Expanding Crime Scene (Part 1): The Roots of Today’s Underworld, AAN, 11 February 
2020, url 
189 UNAMA, Quarterly Report on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict: 1 January to 30 March 2019, 24 
April 2019, url; UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Midyear Report 2019, 30 July 
2019, url; UNAMA, Quarterly Report on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict: 1 January to 30 September 
2019, 17 October 2019, url; UNOCHA, Humanitarian Needs Overview Afghanistan 2020, 17 December 2019, url, 
p. 12; UNOCHA, Humanitarian Response Plan Afghanistan January 2018 - December 2021, December 2019, url, 
p. 13 
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In 2019, UNAMA documented 1 563 civilian 

casualties (261 deaths and 1 302 injured) in 

Kabul province190. Although this is a 16 % 

decrease compared to 2018, Kabul province 

remains the province with the highest 

number of civilian casualties countrywide. As 

in 2018,191 the majority of civilian casualties 

in Kabul in 2019 were caused by suicide and 

non-suicide IEDs, followed by 

targeted/deliberate killings.192 According to 

UNAMA, over half of all civilian casualties 

from suicide attacks in 2019 were counted in 

15 such incidents in Kabul City.193  

 

 

In line with UNAMA, the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) reports in 

his 2019 quarterly updates on fluctuating countrywide civilian casualty numbers, alongside shifting 

violence patterns throughout the year (see above). In the first two quarters of 2019, a 32 % decrease 

in civilian casualties compared to the same period in 2018 is reported by Resolute Support (RS) to 

SIGAR.194 Kabul is mentioned as the first among three provinces with the most civilian casualties 

(about 15 % of the total number or 402 casualties) during this period.195 In the third quarter of 2019, 

UNAMA registered the highest number of countrywide civilian casualties of any quarter, since the start 

of its systematic documentation in 2009. This is mainly attributed to a significant increase in civilian 

casualties from suicide and non-suicide attacks by the Taliban.196 In July 2019, research and advocacy 

organisation Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) recorded the highest number of monthly civilian 

casualties in Afghanistan since it began monitoring civilian casualties from explosive violence in 

October 2010.197 Reporting to USDoD, RS mentions 1 437 nationwide civilian casualties in July 

2019.198 According to AOAV ‘Kabul was the city most impacted in July 2019, with almost a third of all 

civilian casualties occurring in the capital (30 %).199 In the last quarter of 2019, the countrywide 

number of civilian casualties decreased again. The NATO RS mission reported a 20 % reduction 

compared to the same period in 2018.200 According to RS data the total number of civilian casualties 

                                                
 

190 In its annual report covering 2019, UNAMA doesn’t provide specific civilian casualty data for Kabul City. 
191 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2018, February 2019, url, p. 2  
192 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, url, pp. 
iii, 94 
193 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, url, p. 
39 
194 Most civilian casualties during this period are recorded in the months March and May. 
195 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 30 July 2019, url, pp. 70-71 
196 AAN, Thematic Dossier XXIV: Ten Years of Reporting on Civilian Casualties, Still No Ceasefire, 30 December 
2019, url; UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict - Annual Report 2019, 22 February 2020, 
url, p. 17 
197 AOAV, Worst Month for Afghan Civilians in Over Eight Years of Casualty Recording, 5 August 2019, url 
198 USDoD, Lead Inspector General (IC) for Overseas Contingency Operations, Operation Freedom’s Sentinel - 
Report to the United States Congress 1 July - 30 September 2019, 20 November 2019, url, p. 16 
199 AOAV, Worst Month for Afghan Civilians in Over Eight Years of Casualty Recording, 5 August 2019, url 
200 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 30 January 2020, url, p. 70 

Graphic 1: Number of civilian casualties documented by 
UNAMA in Kabul province in 2017-2019. Graphic made by 

Cedoca, based on UNAMA data. 
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rose in most provinces (19 out of 34) in 2019 compared to 2018. In both years, the highest number 

of civilian casualties was recorded in Kabul and Nangarhar province.201 

3.2. Impact on the civilian population 

Concerning the everyday life strategies of Kabul’s residents to minimize and cope with the risks of 

attacks, several sources mention a combination of fear, frustration and habituation or numbness.202 

85 % of the respondents in the Asia Foundation’s 2019 Survey of the Afghan People living in Kabul 

reported a feeling of fear when travelling.203 UNOCHA, Human Rights Watch (HRW) and several media 

sources report a high percentage of trauma204 cases in Kabul, caused by witnessing or losing a 

relative/beloved person in a deadly attack.205  

A representative of the International Psychosocial Organisation (IPSO), interviewed by the Finnish 

Immigration Service in Kabul in April 2019, describes the situation in the capital as ‘a mixture of hope 

and fear’. According to him ‘people do not care about small explosions anymore because there have 

been too many of them’. ‘People live their lives and if something happens, for a couple of days, they 

remember it, and then they move on.’206 An expert on Afghanistan, also cited by the Finnish 

Immigration Service, reports a difference in the situation in Kabul in 2019, compared to previous 

years. According to him, Kabul was like a ghost city with few people on the streets in the wake of 

several large-scale attacks in 2017 and 2018, but mid-2019 ‘people are feeling more confident about 

security in Kabul (…), it is possible to feel life on the streets of Kabul again and people are going out’. 

The expert however points at the volatile security situation with no guarantee that the circumstances 

will remain like this.207  

3.3. Attacks against places of worship and religious leaders 

In 2019, UNAMA documented a 48 % decrease in civilian casualties from attacks targeting places of 

worship, religious leaders and worshippers, compared to 2018. This is mainly due to a reduction in 

such attacks by ISKP. Despite this overall decrease, civilian casualties from these kinds of attacks 

attributed to the Taliban more than doubled in 2019, according to UNAMA.208 Suicide attacks remained 

the leading tactic used for these attacks, followed by the use of non-suicide IEDs.209 For example, in 

                                                

 

201 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 30 January 2020, url, p. 70 
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204 Often resulting in depression and anxiety. 
205 UNOCHA, Humanitarian Needs Overview Afghanistan 2019, November 2018, url, pp. 38-39; NYT, A Taliban 
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May 2019 a remote-controlled IED detonated inside the Al-Taqwa mosque in Kabul while over 700 

people were gathered during Friday prayer. The explosion, attributed to the Taliban, killed 3 civilians, 

including well-known religious leader Mauwlawi Rayhan, and wounded 34 people.210 A few days later, 

unknown gunmen shot and killed Mauwlawi Kamawal in the capital, a prominent religious and 

academic scholar who had called on anti-government forces to stop waging war.211 According to NYT 

reporters, these kinds of attacks on religious leaders reflect an enduring Taliban strategy, targeting 

people with religious influence in order to ‘exert their power far from the battlefield and mute those 

who could question their legitimacy’.212 End of March 2020, ISKP gunmen stormed a Sikh Temple and 

housing complex in the Shorbazar area in Kabul, taking 80 people hostage and killing at least 25 in a 

six hour siege.213 

3.4. Sectarian-motivated violence 

UNAMA continued to document sectarian-motivated violence by AGEs, mainly ISKP, against the Shi’a 

Muslim religious minority population (most of whom belong to the Hazara ethnic group). In contrast 

to the high number of civilian casualties resulting from sectarian-motivated attacks in previous years, 

UNAMA documented a 35 % decrease in civilian casualties from such attacks in 2019.214 Most 

casualties were caused during cultural and religious activities of the Shi’a Muslim community. This 

includes ‘the single most deadly incident documented in 2019’ according to UNAMA, when ISKP -citing 

a sectarian motive- carried out a suicide attack on the Dubai City Wedding Hall in PD 6 in western 

Kabul mid-August. The ceremony was mainly attended by Shi’a Muslims, resulting in 234 civilian 

casualties (91 killed and 143 injured), including 50 children (15 killed and 35 injured).215 During the 

reporting period, ISKP claimed one other sectarian-motivated attack in the capital: on 6 March 2020 

two gunmen opened fire on a ceremony commemorating the killing of ethnic Hazara leader, Abdul Ali 

Mazari216. The attack killed at least 32 civilians and wounded 58. The gathering was attended by 

several politicians and high-level officials, including Chief Executive Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, who 

escaped unharmed.217  

UNAMA expresses its continuing concern about ‘the safety and security of the Hazara minority group 

and the negative impact on their freedoms of religion and movement and their quality of life’.218 

UNAMA adds that the attacks on Shi’a Muslims ‘infringe their human rights to express their culture 
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and religion freely (…) and to carry out normal lives’.219 According to an international organisation, 

cited by the Finnish Immigration Service, the sectarian-motivated attacks on the Hazara population in 

Kabul have a long-lasting psychological impact on the community, causing for example a decline in 

school attendance in certain city areas.220 From the second half of 2018, Hazara residents of 

neighbourhoods in western Kabul have been seeking to arm themselves and taking over responsibility 

for security in their areas.221 This has resulted in several hundred informal Hazara security personnel 

protecting approximately 100 Shi’a mosques across Kabul.222 

3.5. Election-related violence 

On 28 September 2019, after multiple delays, Afghanistan’s fourth223 presidential elections took place. 

According to UNAMA, the overall civilian casualty figures related to the electoral process were 

significantly lower in 2019 as compared to the parliamentary elections in 2018, both during the 

registration period and on polling day.224 From the start of the registration process on 8 June until the 

end of 2019, UNAMA verified 277 election-related incidents, resulting in 474 civilian casualties (91 

killed and 383 injured) countrywide.225 The deadliest election-related incident recorded in Kabul was 

an unclaimed complex attack targeting vice-presidential candidate Amrullah Saleh’s office of the Green 

Trend political party on 28 July 2019, causing 71 civilian casualties (21 deaths and 50 injured).226 

UNSG reported on a high tempo of small-scale attacks to prevent or disrupt the 2019 electoral process, 

with the highest number of security incidents on election day in Kunduz and Kabul City.227 According 

to UNAMA, however, no mass-casualty incidents were recorded in the capital on 28 September.228  

UNAMA attributed more than 80 % of all civilian casualties of election-related violence in 2019 to the 

Taliban.229 In the period leading up to 28 September, the Taliban indicated their intention to disrupt 

the presidential elections, issuing several public statements warning civilians not to participate. 

Election-related attacks targeted voters, election workers and campaigners, election rallies, candidates 

and polling centres. The majority of election-related Taliban violence was caused by indirect fire, such 

as rockets, grenades and mortars and the emplacement of IEDs near polling centres.230 AAN reports 

to have been informed that the Taliban warned students and teachers not to work as polling site staff 
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through ‘night letters’ in some neighbourhoods in Kabul.231 UNAMA additionally expresses its concern 

on a pattern of abductions, threats, intimidation and harassment attributed to the Taliban, causing a 

serious disruption in voting due to polling centres being closed or prevented from opening.232 Alongside 

a general low interest in voting, even in big cities like Kabul, and voter frustrations with politicians,233 

sources link the Taliban’s intimidation campaign to the countrywide historically low voter turnout.234 

Just over a fifth of registered voters actually voted in Kabul.235 

On 9 March 2020, six months after the elections, both president Ashraf Ghani and his rival Dr. Abdullah 

Abdullah took the oath of office as president of Afghanistan. During their inauguration speeches, 

several rockets were fired at the sites where the ceremonies took place in the capital. ISKP claimed 

responsibility for the attack.236 

3.6. Suicide attacks and complex attacks 

As mentioned previously, the majority of suicide and complex attacks recorded in Kabul during the 

research period happened in the third quarter of 2019 (see above). Examples of suicide and complex 

attacks carried out in the city -causing several civilian casualties237- include: an ISKP-claimed suicide 

attack and subsequent siege that lasted for several hours targeting the Ministry of Communication 

mid-April 2019, causing at least seven people being killed and several others wounded238; a suicide 

attack carried out by the Taliban against NGO Counterpart International in the beginning of May, killing 

8 civilians and injuring 27, with the Taliban claiming that the organisation had ‘promoted intermixing 

between men and women’ and implemented ‘pro-western objectives’239; two unclaimed car bomb 

attacks targeting two minibuses carrying government employees at the end of May and beginning of 

June 2019, killing 5 people and wounding 20240; a Taliban-claimed complex attack on the logistics and 

engineering department of the Ministry of Defence on the first day of July 2019, causing a large impact 

on surrounding houses, businesses and schools, resulting in 151 civilian casualties (7 deaths and 144 

injured)241; an unclaimed VBIED attack near the gates of Kabul University, where a number of students 
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were waiting to sit an exam, mid-July, killing at least 8 people and wounding 33242; an ISKP-claimed 

suicide bombing of a bus with employees from the Ministry of Petroleum and Mines a few days later, 

killing at least 11 and wounding dozens243; an ISKP-claimed magnetic IED bomb targeting a bus 

carrying employees of private TV station Khurshid at the beginning of August, resulting in two deaths 

and three people injured244; a Taliban-claimed suicide bombing targeting the Green Village compound 

in the east of the city at the beginning of September, resulting in at least 16 people killed and injuring 

more than 100245; an unclaimed car bombing targeting a private security company's convoy in the 

Qasaba area in PD 15 in mid-November, causing 12 deaths and wounding 20246. 

3.7. Attacks against the Afghan National Defence and Security Forces 

(ANDSF) 

As in 2018247, several attacks in Kabul in 2019 and during the first months of 2020 were directed 

against the Afghan security forces. For example: an attack on a police checkpoint in the Doghabad 

area of PD 7 in mid-May 2019, claimed by the Taliban, killing three ANP officers and injuring several 

others248; an ISKP-claimed suicide attack on the Marshal Fahim Military University at the end of May 

2019, killing at least seven people and wounding several others249; a Taliban-claimed bomb blast a 

day later, targeting a foreign forces’ convoy in the Yakatoot area in PD 9, where ANDSF forces equally 

maintain facilities, killing several civilians and wounding four US service members250;  a Taliban-

claimed car bombing targeting the police station of PD 6 in western Kabul in the beginning of August 

2019, killing at least 14 people and injuring 100 or more251; a Taliban-claimed VBIED attack in the 

beginning of September targeting an ANDSF checkpoint in Shash Darak, a heavily fortified area near 

the Green Zone close to the US embassy and NATO headquarters, killing at least 10 civilians, 2 foreign 

troop members and injuring more than 40 people252; a Taliban-claimed suicide car bomb attack 

targeting the Chaharasyab Afghan Special Forces base on the outskirts of the capital in mid-
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September, killing at least four and wounding three soldiers253; another attack -this time unclaimed- 

targeting the Marshal Fahim Military University in PD 5 in mid-February 2020, killing at least five 

people and injuring a dozen more254. 

USDoD, cited in SIGAR’s January 2020 quarterly update, reports on a slight increase in the countrywide 

casualty number among Afghan security forces in the second half of 2019, compared to the same 

period in 2018. The majority of casualties among ANDSF forces, like in previous years, are caused by 

Taliban attacks on checkpoints.255 Afghan officials, cited by NYT, point out that the attacks on military 

targets in the city often result in a significant number of civilian casualties.256 

3.8. Targeted assassinations 

In 2019, UNAMA mentioned targeted killings as the third highest tactic in terms of the number of 

civilian casualties in Kabul province.257 According to an international organisation Landinfo spoke to in 

October 2019, the civilians most targeted in this kind of attack in 2019 were Afghan security personnel, 

high-ranking officials and individuals perceived as supporting or connected to the Afghan 

government.258 UNAMA expresses its concern on the spike in civilian casualties caused by deliberate 

attacks targeting judges and prosecutors, healthcare and aid workers, human rights defenders, media 

workers and religious scholars.259  

At the end of 2019, media sources reported an increase in targeted killings in Kabul City, referring to 

several (attempted) assassinations targeting high-profile political or military figures.260 According to 

government officials cited by NYT, ‘smaller more targeted attacks have been on the rise’ in the Afghan 

capital. NYT reports that this increase has raised the fear of Kabul becoming like other Afghan cities, 

such as Kandahar in the south, where a decrease in large-scale attacks has been replaced by a 

sustained rise in targeted killings.261 According to AAN analyst Foschini, ‘Afghanistan’s capital is 

plagued by targeted killings’. He refers to many examples of privately-driven targeted assassinations 

camouflaged as criminally-motivated attacks in the past years (see above). Foschini suggests that the 

currently rising criminality ‘can offer a new cover for such private feuds, especially in an environment 

like Kabul’.262  

During the reporting period, several instances of (attempted) targeted killings were recorded in Kabul 

City. In mid-May 2019, political advisor and former TV journalist Mina Mangal was assassinated by 

unknown assailants in PD 8 while waiting for a car on her way to work.263 In June 2019, unidentified 
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gunmen shot dead the Afghanistan National Boxing Federation’s secretary general in PD 3.264 In 

separate attacks in July and November 2019, four prosecutors and one judge were killed and injured 

in armed attacks in different city districts.265 In October-November 2019, the district chief of Jaghatu 

district (Maidan Wardak province)266, a high school principal267, an employee of the Ministry of 

Finance268, the Badghis provincial police chief269 and an intelligence agent270 were gunned down in 

different neighbourhoods in the capital. At the beginning of March 2020, a Logar provincial council 

member and his bodyguards were killed by unknown gunmen in the Kart-e Naw area of PD 8.271 At 

the end of March 2020, Zarifa Ghafari, the female mayor of Wardak province, was attacked by 

unknown gunmen in PD 5. She survived the assault.272 On the last day of March 2020, the female 

head of the NDS Gender Department died in a blast caused by a magnetic IED attached to her 

vehicle.273 

In February 2020, news agency Foreign Policy reported on a ‘chain’ of (attempted) targeted 

assassinations of political dissidents in Kabul City linked to pro-government forces, mainly the Afghan 

intelligence agency NDS. Reference is made to the attempted assault on political activist Hassan 

Haqyar at the end of October 2019274 and the killing of political analyst Wahid Muzhda mid-November 

2019275. Interviewed by Foreign Policy, political analyst Nazar Motmaeen claims to have escaped an 

attack in the centre of the capital in 2019, alleging his armed attackers belonged to the NDS.276 In the 

beginning of January 2020, another targeted killing linked to the Afghan intelligence agency was 

reported in Kabul, when former mujahedeen leader, militia commander and political figure Abdul 

Sattar Ghorbandi and four of his relatives were assassinated during an operation.277 The direct motives 

for these targeted attacks remain unclear.278  

3.9. Rockets and grenades 

Occasionally, AGEs target the capital with rockets and grenades. During the research period, national 

and international media reported on several rocket attacks in Kabul City. For example: in mid-

September 2019, on the anniversary of 9/11, a rocket exploded at the Afghan Ministry of Defence 

compound near the American embassy, no casualties were reported279; beginning of October 2019, 

two rockets were fired at the area of the Darulaman Palace in PD 6, no casualties were reported280; 
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mid-November 2019 a hand grenade attack at the Kabul Military Training Centre injured four ANA 

soldiers and one civilian 281; later in November 2019, a grenade attack targeted a UN vehicle on a 

busy road in PD 9, killing a foreign UN worker and wounding several other civilians282; at the beginning 

of March 2020, several rockets were fired at the area of the presidential palace during the 

simultaneously held inauguration ceremonies of Ashraf Ghani and his rival Dr. Abdullah Abdullah (see 

above), ISKP claimed responsibility for the attack283; one day later, a grenade attack destroyed the 

studio of a well-known Kabul artist284. UNAMA expresses its concern that the use of grenades and 

rockets in densely populated areas can carry a high risk of civilian harm, due to the nature of the 

weapons.285 

4. Displacement & the situation of IDPs and returnees in Kabul 

City 

According to UNOCHA assessments, no conflict-induced displacement was reported from Kabul 

district286 between 1 April 2019 and 3 March 2020, while during that same period Kabul district 

received 3 064 conflict-induced IDPs (439 families).287 This number represents a decrease of more 

than 50 % compared to the reporting period of the previous update of this COI Focus, from 1 April 

2018 until 31 March 2019.288 The IDPs arriving in Kabul district during the reporting period came from 

a range of different provinces, such as Badakhshan, Baghlan, Bamiyan, Balkh, Daykundi, Faryab, 

Ghazni, Kapisa, Kunar, Kunduz, Laghman, Logar, Nangarhar, Samangan, Sar-e Pul, Takhar and 

Wardak.289 In 2019, UNOCHA registered a peak of 133 IDPs (19 families) coming from Khwaja Umari 

district in Ghazni province in the beginning of June290, after the district was recaptured from AGEs291, 

and a peak of 140 IDPs (20 families) coming from Dahan-e Ghori district in Baghlan province in mid-

November.292 The IDPs who have so far arrived in Kabul district in 2020 are from the provinces of 

Nangarhar, Kunduz, Logar, Baghlan and a peak of 231 individuals (33 families) from the Central 

Highland region (provinces Bamiyan and Daykundi) in the beginning of January.293  
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As many as two-thirds of all Afghans displaced outside their home province have moved to the five 

regional capitals.294 Kabul’s growth has been particularly significant (see above).295 The Afghanistan 

Living Conditions Survey of CSO published in September 2018 reported that ‘Kabul province -and more 

specifically the capital- stands out as the main gravitational centre for migrants in the country, both 

for those moving internally and for those returning from abroad’.296 According to analyst Foschini, 

‘more than half of Kabul’s residents were not born there’.297 Based on data from March to June 2019, 

the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) estimates that about 8 % of Kabul’s population are 

either displaced by war or returnees who previously fled the country. IOM ranks Kabul district at the 

sixth place of the top 25 districts hosting most returnees and IDPs.298 

The total number of IDPs in Kabul is not known, as the capital has witnessed a constant flow of people 

arriving and departing. Movement to and within the city is fluid and many return regularly to their 

area of origin during more peaceful periods.299 In September 2018, the Afghan Minister of Refugees 

and Repatriation estimated the total number of IDPs in Kabul from 70 000 to 80 000 people.300 In 

February 2019, news agency Reuters reported that an estimated 100 000 displaced people have joined 

Kabul’s urban sprawl.301 There are different categories of IDPs in the city: (1) those fleeing armed 

conflict and insecurity, (2) returnees who could not return to their area of origin and live in secondary 

displacement, (3) those displaced from rural areas because of natural disasters, localized conflicts or 

a shortage of work, essential services and food, and (4) migratory groups/nomads such as Kuchis and 

Jogis residing in the city because conflict disrupted their migration patterns and livelihood or because 

of increasing impoverishment.302  

IDPs in Kabul often settle in areas at the outskirts of the capital, such as Bagrami and PDs 8, 12, 13, 

16 and 21.303 They do not necessarily live separated from the other urban dwellers and often mingle 

with other vulnerable groups such as the urban poor, returnees and economic migrants. The lack of 

adequate land and affordable housing in the urban area forces most new and protracted IDPs in Kabul 

to reside in tents, mud brick and tarpaulin shelters in one of the more than 55 informal and illegal 

settlements around the city. These are often referred to as ‘(Kabul) Informal Settlements’, ISETs or 

KIS (most of them not in accordance with the Kabul City master plan), varying in size from dozens to 

hundreds of dwellings. These settlements include some of the poorest and most vulnerable households 

in the city.304 According to UN Habitat, quoted by news agency the New Humanitarian, 80 % of urban 
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areas in Kabul are informal settlements.305 The IDPs arriving and residing in Kabul add pressure on 

the community, basic services and social infrastructure, strongly affecting the absorption capacity of 

the city.306 Afghanistan’s capital has been facing a severe water shortage for some years now, seriously 

affecting already vulnerable groups like displaced people.307 According to UNOCHA’s December 2019 

Humanitarian Needs Overview, this could be a potential source of future community tension, given the 

growth of the city’s informal settlements.308 

With limited job opportunities, few or no social protection nets, poor shelter/housing conditions, 

impeded access to education and healthcare and the continuous fear of eviction, displaced families in 

the KIS-sites face precarious living conditions and increased protection risks in their daily life. They 

are often forced into secondary displacement and negative coping strategies like child labour, drug 

use/addiction, early marriage and reducing quantity and quality of food.309 In areas with a high 

concentration of IDPs, schools have been left overloaded and unable to cope with the influx of 

children.310 Child labour appears particularly prevalent among the urban displaced in Kabul, due to the 

greater economic vulnerability of IDPs in the capital and the fact that the city’s relatively vibrant 

economy creates more demand for child labour.311 IDPs in Kabul are more likely than their 

counterparts in the general population to be underemployed. Their lack of marketable skills in an urban 

area restricts them to unstable work. They mostly work as unskilled day labourers, competing for low 

paid and precarious jobs in the construction sector and to a lesser extent in agriculture.312  

A 2019 Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) study describes the situation in Kabul’s informal settlements 

as a ‘complex story of land ownership and private interests’, challenging the already vulnerable 

displaced families. KIS residents are often forced to pay bribes to local police forces when arriving on 

a plot of land. Once settled, they are obliged to pay monthly rent to self-proclaimed landowners (often 

supported by the authorities), while living under sub-standard shelters. As the settlements are seen 

as temporary, landlords or the city have forbidden shelter improvements in most areas. This allows 
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landowners to protect the land they have grabbed before possibly enforcing an eviction, pushing the 

settlements’ residents into another cycle of displacement.313  

In August 2019, news agency Al Jazeera reported on growing frustration among residents of Kabul’s 

IDP settlements, stemming from a steadily deteriorating situation. IDPs from various camps claimed 

the Afghan government and president Ashraf Ghani hadn’t complied their promise to provide them 

plots of land and support in return for votes. At the same time, Al Jazeera reported that several camps, 

most of which are located on state owned land, have experienced pressure not to expand further.314 

Apart from internal displacement due to conflict, Kabul City sees large flows of Afghan refugees 

returning from neighbouring countries (Pakistan and Iran)315316, putting further strain on the city’s 

services and its capacity to reintegrate these people.317 UNOCHA and IOM also reported on a significant 

recent growth in the number of people arriving in Kabul after being deported from Turkey.318 A June 

2019 study published by the World Bank (WB) and UNHCR indicated that Kabul and Nangarhar 

province alone account for a third of all returnees nationwide.319 Many returnees end up in Kabul City 

because of relatively higher security than in their regions of origin and because of expectations of 

more job opportunities, better services and support facilities and prospects of social acceptance.320 

According to the 2018 Asia Foundations Survey of the Afghan Returnees, only 23.9 % of returnees in 

Kabul are registered.321  

Most returnees in Kabul City depend on relatives for accommodation and other in-kind support.322 The 

importance of social networks is reported to be vital for returnees. When originally not from Kabul and 

without a safety net or extended family in the capital, returnees face difficulties supporting themselves, 

finding jobs or renting accommodation. Hazara returnees coming to Kabul can generally count on 

better support. The Hazara community in Kabul is more organized and cohesive than other settlements 

and can provide services to new arrivals through a range of sophisticated social networks.323 
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Several sources report on few tensions but an increased pressure on local resources, jobs, services, 

and facilities that feeds fears among both returnees and host communities.324 A June 2019 study by 

WB and UNHCR finds a difference in the job situation between pre- and post-2013 refugee returnees 

in Kabul, with the latter being worse off -often suffering from high job insecurity.325 In a February 

2020 dispatch for AAN, analyst Foschini points out the worsening situation of drug-addicted returnees 

from Iran in Kabul, due to a lack of access to medical services and the easy availability of drugs in the 

city.326 A study from the Mixed Migration Centre (MMC) suggests that psychosocial needs may be the 

largest reintegration challenges for returnees in Kabul.327  

Several sources report on the risk of recruitment of IDPs or inhabitants of informal settlements in 

Kabul by insurgent groups328 and the possible radicalisation of returnees and people deported from 

Europe329. In May 2019, The Guardian quoted an IDP from Nangarhar province living in Kabul, who 

declared that members of insurgent groups have occasionally attempted to recruit people for money 

in his neighbourhood.330 According to a Save the Children report on experiences of child returnees 

from Europe, one out of five of their respondents cites attempts of recruitment by armed groups to 

fight or commit acts of violence.331 

In a May 2019 The Guardian article, inhabitants from several of Kabul’s informal settlements report 

on signs of change, with their living areas slowly becoming more developed and organized.332 The 

Afghan Land Authority Arazi, in cooperation with UN Habitat, has started a registration project of 

Kabul’s ISETs333, adding to a growing database of city areas being formalised.334 According to a senior 

official from the Ministry of Urban Development and Land, the Afghan government aims to provide 

informal settlers with one million ‘occupancy certificates’ over the next three years. The authorities 

plan to allocate part of a 400 000 hectares land bank to build low-cost housing for returning refugees 

and migrants from rural areas. The occupancy certificate will give inhabitants the right to occupy a 

plot without eviction for five years, after which they are eligible to apply for a land title. However, due 

to limited financial and management capacities, the implementation pace of this plan is slow. In PD 1, 

about 550 households have received occupancy certificates so far.335 According to an NRC study, these 

occupancy certificates are only given to people who have built permanent homes in the settlements 

and lived there for at least 15 years. They don’t apply to the mud-brick and tented settlements hosting 

many displaced families, ‘who will be moved’.336  
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Summary 

Kabul, Afghanistan’s capital, is by far the country’s most populous and influential city, characterized 

by an unprecedented demographic and urban growth. Kabul’s rapid expansion has complicated living 

conditions as well as security in the city. Because of its high concentration of government buildings, 

international organisations, diplomatic compounds and national and international security forces, the 

capital has a different security outlook than most of Afghanistan’s other districts and provinces.   

The conflict in the Afghan capital is characterized by asymmetric tactical warfare. Suicide and non-

suicide IEDs as well as targeted killings are reported as the current three main tactics used in Kabul. 

The main targets in the city remain Afghan government departments and officials, individuals 

perceived as supporting or connected to the Afghan government, the Afghan security forces and high-

profile international institutions. The 2019 countrywide fluctuation in violence is reflected in the 

evolution of the security situation in the capital. A significant decrease in conflict-related incidents 

during the first six months was followed by a spike in suicide and complex attacks in the third quarter, 

and another decline in conflict-related violence in 2019’s last quarter. Despite the overall reduction in 

high-profile attacks, Kabul City suffered the highest nationwide number of suicide and complex attacks 

in 2019. The decrease in large-scale attacks in the capital is reported to have been accompanied by a 

sustained rise in targeted assassinations. 

Although Kabul remains under government control, armed opposition groups such as the Taliban and 

ISKP demonstrated their capacity to infiltrate the city and carry out attacks -aiming to attract 

international media attention, create a perception of widespread insecurity and undermine the Afghan 

government’s legitimacy. The Taliban’s 2019 strategy was described as a mixture of ‘fight and talk’, 

combining high-profile attacks in Kabul City with peace negotiations for a US troop withdrawal. Due 

to continued ANDSF pressure, ISKP security-related incidents (including sectarian-motivated attacks) 

decreased significantly in Kabul. However, the group retains an operational capacity in the city. Both 

insurgency groups are reported to maintain strong information networks and active cells in the Afghan 

capital. 

Security in the capital remains a top priority for the ANDSF. Since the beginning of 2018, the Kabul 

Enhanced Security Zone is being established, with several new security measures implemented so far. 

Security concerns in Kabul, however, are not limited to insurgent attacks alone. They also include a 

significant rise in criminality. Incidents of murder, armed robbery, kidnappings, extortion, petty theft 

and drug-related criminality were increasingly reported in 2019 -with a police force proving unable to 

respond effectively. 

Despite a 16 % decrease compared to 2018, Kabul remained the province with the highest number of 

civilian casualties in 2019. Over half of all civilian casualties from suicide attacks in 2019 were reported 

in 15 such incidents in Kabul City. Kabul is mentioned as the first among five provinces whose 

inhabitants were most impacted by the conflict in 2019. Civilian casualties due to election-related 

violence in 2019 were significantly lower than in 2018. A high number of small-scale attacks to prevent 

or disrupt the electoral process were reported, mostly attributed to the Taliban. 

Although the number of IDPs finding refuge in Kabul district decreased by more than 50 % compared 

to the previous reporting period, Kabul remains the main gravitational centre for migrants in the 

country -putting further strain on the city’s services and absorption capacity. The total number of IDPs 

and returnees in Kabul is not known, as movement to and within the city is fluid and many return 

regularly to their area of origin. With limited job opportunities, few or no social protection nets, poor 

shelter/housing conditions, impeded access to education and healthcare and the continuous fear of 

eviction due to tenure insecurity or land grabbing, IDP’s and returnees in the capital’s numerous 

informal settlements face precarious living conditions and are often forced into secondary displacement 

as well as negative coping strategies.  
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