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The Shifting Nature of the Threat and Afghan Attitudes Towards the Taliban and Other

Threat Elements

Thereareno reliableestimatesof the trendsin the strengthof full andpart time cadresfor

the four main threatgroups: Taliban,Talibanin Pakistan,HaqqaniNetwork (HQN), Hezb-e

Islami Gulbuddun(HiG), and Al Qaôida. All, however,seemto havegrown and found at

leastpartialsanctuariessince2001, andespeciallysince2003.

The intelligencecommunityhasnot declassifiedmapsof the areasinfluencedor dominated

by suchgroupssincelate2006(p. 55). US expertshave,however,notedthat theTalibanhas

split betweena more traditional Afghan Taliban under Omar in the south and a more

splinteredTalibanwith closerlinks to Al Qaôida,theHiG, andHQN in theeastandPakistan

TheUSDirectorof NationalIntelligenceandhasalsowarnedthatthreatactivity continuesto

grow and outpacethe developmentof Afghan forces, and US experts indicate that the

Taliban has clear regional goals for expanding its influence and presencethroughout

Afghanistanin 2008.

As for public attitudes,Afghansdo not supportterrorism,andare largely negativetowards

the Taliban ïalthough more supportive of Al Qaôida. They are, however, sufficiently

concernedover the courseof the war to advocatenegotiationsbetweenthe governmentand

Taliban and a limited majority favor a coalition government. Afghans are also more

supportiveof theTalibanin thePashtunsouth.



HQ ISAF Strategic Advisory Group ñUnclassified Metricsò May 2009.

Public Perception of 
Security
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Impact of Road Programs as of March 2009

Source: NATO/ISAF, April 9, 2009



Afghan Perceptions of Freedom of 

movement: 2007-2009

Source: NATO-ISAF, April 9. 2009
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NATO/ISAF: Public Perceptions of 
Provincial Councils 12/ 08-3/ 09

Source: ANQAR Survey; last version completed Mar 09



8

Level of Security 

is Lower

Level of Security 

is Same

Level of Security 

is Higher

Don't 

know/Refused

CY2006 24% 14% 53% 9%

CY2008 33% 25% 39% 2%

24%

14%

53%

9%

33%

25%

39%

2%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Gallup: Do You (Afghans) Think the Level of 

Security is Lower, About the Same, or higher 

than During the Taliban Days? 2006 vs. 2008

Gal Poll: www.gallup/poll, February 27, 2009

http://www.gallup/poll
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Gallup: Over the Past Six Months, Has the 

Security Situation in Your (Afghan) 

Neighborhood Become Better, Stayed About the 

Same, or Become Worse? December 2008

Gal Poll: www.gallup/poll, February 27, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Is Taliban Resurgent? : 2-
2009

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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The Taliban are far from achieving popular support -- across a range of measures the group still is shunned by 

large majorities of Afghans. But 22 percent say it has at least some support in their area, and this soars to 57 

percent in the Southwest overall, including 64 percent in its home base, Kandahar. Thatôs up sharply from 44 

percent in the Southwest last year, and up from 41 percent in Kandahar.  Thereôs also evidence the Taliban have 

made some progress rebranding themselves. Twenty -four percent of Afghans say itôs their impression the 

Taliban ñhave changed and become more moderateò-- far from a majority, but one in four. And that view spikes 

in some provinces -- most notably, to 58 percent in Wardak and 53 percent in Nangarhar, bordering Kabul to the 

west and east, respectively. People who see the Taliban as more moderate are 20 points more likely to favor 

negotiating with the movement, and less supportive of the U.S. and NATO/ISAF presence in Afghanistan.
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Trend in Experience with 
Taliban Violence :2006-2009 / 2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Afghan Views of US-Led 
Ouster of the Taliban

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Experience with Taliban 
Violence by Province: 2009 / 2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: At Least Some Support for 
the Taliban : 2007 versus 2009 / 2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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2007 20% 44% 41%

2009-2 22% 57% 64%

Nationwide Southwest Kandahar
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Afghans Saying At Least 
Some Support for Taliban: 2009 / 2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Should The 
Government Negotiate with the Taliban? 

2009-2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Most Likely Outcome 
of War

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Afghan Experiences 
with Violence in Past Year: 2007 vs. 2009

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Who Afghans Mainly 
Blame for Violence: 2007 vs. 2009-2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Biggest Danger to 
Afghanistan : 2-2009

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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Among other violence, a quarter report car bombs or suicide attacks in their area in 

the past year; three in 10, kidnappings for ransom. Thirty -eight percent report 

civilian casualties in the past year, attributed about equally either to 

U.S./NATO/ISAF or to anti - government forces, and somewhat less so to Afghan 

government forces.  Given these and their many other challenges, the number of 

Afghans who expect their lives to improve in the year ahead has dropped from a 

peak of 67 percent in 2005 to 51 percent today. And just under half, 47 percent, 

expect a better life for their children, hardly a ringing endorsement of the countryôs 

prospects. The resurgence of the Taliban is a key element of the public alarm: 

Fifty - eight percent of Afghans see the Taliban as the biggest danger to the country, 

measured against local warlords, drug traffickers or the U.S. or Afghan 

governments. And 43 percent say the Taliban have grown stronger in the past year, 

well more than the 24 percent who think the movement has weakened. 
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: 
Afghan Ratings of Local Security: Feb 09

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Confidence in Security 
Forces and Local Support for Them: 2009-2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Acceptable to Cultivate 
Opium Poppy 2009-2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ÅIn the country as a whole, 63 percent of Afghans call raising opium poppy ñunacceptable  in all cases.ò

ÅBut, in the six top-producing provinces that dives to 31 percent ïand in Helmand, source of two-thirds of Afghanistanôs 

opium poppy, to just 12 percent. 

Å66 percent in the top-producing provinces (Helmand, Kandahar, Uruzgan, Nimroz and  Zabul in the Southwest, and 

Farah in the West), call it acceptable to cultivate the crop. That peaks at 88 percent in Helmand.

ÅMost who say itôs acceptable say thatôs the case only if thereôs no other way to earn a living, suggesting openness to 

alternatives. But the high prices for opium poppy may make alternatives a hard sell. 

ÅAnother challenge: Even nationally, few Afghans, just 13 percent, support spraying pesticides as a way to eradicate the 

crop.
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Afghan Experiences 
with Violence in Past Year: 2007 vs. 2009

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Who Afghans Mainly 
Blame for Violence: 2007 vs. 2009-2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009

2007 2009-2

US, ISAF, Afghan Gov 26% 36%

Taiiban 36% 27%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%



26

ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Views of NATO ISAF 
Forces :2006 to 2009 / 2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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Among people who report bombing or shelling by U.S. or NATO/ISAF forces in their area, support for the presence of U.S. forces drops to 46 

percent, vs. 70 percent among those who report no such activity.   Thereôs a similar pattern in support for retribution against U.S. or NATO/ISAF 

forces. While 25 percent of all Afghans now say violence against such forces can be justified, that jumps to 44 percent among those who report 

air strikes or shelling in their area. Itôs a similar 45 percent in the South and East, where the fighting has been most intense.  By contrast, 

support for attacks on Western forces drops to 18 percent where no bombing or shelling has occurred, and to 15 percent in the provinces where 

conflict has been lowest, roughly the northern half of the country. All told, one in six Afghans report coalition bombardment in their area within 

the past year, but with huge variation; it soars to nearly half in the Southwest and nearly four in 10 in the East. 
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Support in your Area 
for US/NATO/ISAF Forces: 2006 to 2009-2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009
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émore Afghans now blame the countryôs strife on the United States and its allies than on the Taliban. Thirty-six percent mostly blame U.S., 

Afghan or NATO forces or the U.S. or Afghan governments for the violence that occurring, up by 10 points from 2007. Fewer, 27 percent, now 

mainly blame the Taliban, down by 9 points.  

Afghanistanôs central and provincial governments have a stronger presence and greater public confidence than Western forces -- but they, too, 

have suffered. In 2005, still celebrating the Taliban's  ouster in November 2001, 83 percent of Afghans approved of the work of President Karzai 

and 80 percent approved of the national government overall. Today those have slid to 52 and 49 percent respectively. 

Crucially, the Kabul government and its Western allies do better where they are seen as having a strong presence and as being effective in 

providing security, as well as in areas where reported conflict is lower. Where security is weaker or these groups have less presence, their 

ratings decline sharply.  For example, among people who say the central government, the provincial government or Western forces have a 

strong local presence, 58, 57 and 46 percent, respectively, approve of their performance. Where the presence of these entities is seen as weak, 

however, their respective approval ratings drop to just 31, 22 and 25 percent. 
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ABC/BBC/ARD Poll: Afghan Views of the 
US: 2005-2009-2

Source: Gary Langer, Director of Polling, ABC News, ñAfghanistan: Where Things Stand,ò Public Opinion Trends in Afghanistan, CSIS ïFeb. 11, 2009

83%

74%

65%

47%

14%

25%

32%

52%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

10/18/2005 10/19/2006 11/7/2007 20/2/09

Favorable

Unfavorable



29

Source: ABC/BBC/ARD poll ïAfghanistan: Where things stand, poll of  a random sample 1,534 Afghans in all 34 of the countryôs provinces;, February 9, 2009
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Source: ABC/BBC/ARD poll ïAfghanistan: Where things stand, poll of  a random sample 1,534 Afghans in all 34 of the countryôs provinces;, February 9, 2009
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Source: ABC/BBC/ARD poll ïAfghanistan: Where things stand, poll of  a random sample 1,534 Afghans in all 34 of the countryôs provinces;, February 9, 2009

Among other violence, a quarter report car bombs or suicide attacks in their area in 

the past year; three in 10, kidnappings for ransom. Thirty-eight percent report 

civilian casualties in the past year, attributed about equally either to 

U.S./NATO/ISAF or to anti- government forces, and somewhat less so to Afghan 

government forces.  Given these and their many other challenges, the number of 

Afghans who expect their lives to improve in the year ahead has dropped from a 

peak of 67 percent in 2005 to 51 percent today. And just under half, 47 percent, 

expect a better life for their children, hardly a ringing endorsement of the countryôs 

prospects. The resurgence of the Taliban is a key element of the public alarm: 

Fifty- eight percent of Afghans see the Taliban as the biggest danger to the 

country, measured against local warlords, drug traffickers or the U.S. or Afghan 

governments. And 43 percent say the Taliban have grown stronger in the past 

year, well more than the 24 percent who think the movement has weakened. 



Afghan Views of Taliban -2007

ABC News/BBC/ARD Poll
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Source: GaryE. Langerand ABC PollingUnit, ABC

News/BBC/ARD Poll, ñWhereThings Stand in

Afghanistan,òDecember3, 2007



Afghan Views of Taliban -

Nationwide -2007

ABC News/BBC/ARD Poll

Å Plurality of Afghans, 42 percent, say the movement has gained strength in 
the past year, far surpassing the 24 percent who think itôs weakened. 

Å Just 13 percent of Afghans express a favorable opinion of the Taliban, 
essentially the same as last year .

Å 10 percent say it has a strong presence in their area, although more, 25 
percent, say it has at least some presence). Afghans prefer their current 
government to the Taliban by 84-4 percent. (It was 91-1 in 2005.)

Å 36 percent of Afghans name the Taliban as the prime cause of violence, 
and an additional 22 percent cite Al Qaôida or foreign jihadi fighters. 
Nineteen percent cite either U.S. or NATO forces or the U.S. government.

Å Despite the Talibanôs very negative reputation ïand partly linked to 
perceptions of its strength ï60 percent of Afghans say the Karzai 
government should negotiate a settlement in which Taliban leaders would 
be allowed to hold political office in exchange for laying down their arms. 

Å Support for a settlement is 16 points higher among those who think the 
Taliban has grown stronger rather than weaker; and it peaks, at 88 
percent, in its home base, Kandahar. 

33
Source: GaryE. Langerand ABC PollingUnit, ABC News/BBC/ARDPoll,ñWhereThingsStandin Afghanistan,òDecember3, 2007



Afghan Views of Taliban -

Southwest - 2007

ABC News/BBC/ARD Poll
Å In 2006, 57 percent in the Southwest called the Taliban the countryôs greatest 
threat; itôs 36 percent in 2007. 

Å Fifty percent in the Southwest say they strongly oppose the presence of the 
Taliban; down from 72 percent last year. 

Å 23-point increase in perceptions in this region that the Taliban has a strong 
local presence, and 29-point decline in perceptions of a strong presence by the 
Afghan police. 

Å Confidence in the ability of provincial governments in the Southwest to provide 
security is down by 20 points; confidence in the ability of the Taliban to provide 
security, while still much lower, is up by 19 points. 

Å 29-point drop in the number who say the Taliban has ñno significant support at 
allò in the area. 

Å Very unfavorable views of the Taliban have fallen from 62 percent in 2006 to 44 
percent in 2007.

Å No change in views of the strength of U.S. or NATO forces in the region. But, 
huge 37-point drop in the number of people who report local support for NATO 
forces, as well as a 20-point drop in support for U.S. forces.

Å In 2006, 78 percent in the Southwest called it a good thing for the United States 
to have overthrown the Taliban; 59 percent say so in 2007. 

Å Positive ratings of overall living conditions have worsened by 20 points in the 
Southwest.

Å Favorable opinions of Osama bin Laden have increased from 1 percent in 2006 
to 15 percent in  2007 

34
Source: GaryE. Langerand ABC PollingUnit, ABC

News/BBC/ARD Poll, ñWhereThings Stand in

Afghanistan,òDecember3, 2007 Southwest = Daykundi, Helmand, Kandahar, Nimroz, Uruzgan, Zabul



Afghan Views of Taliban and Al Qa'ida - 2007

Environics Poll
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35Source: Environics, ñ2007 Survey of Afghans.ò October 19, 2007,

http://research.environics.net/media_room/default.asp?alD=653.
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Are Terrorist Tactics Justified? -2007

Environics Poll
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36Source: Environics, ñ2007 Survey of Afghans.ò October 19, 2007,

http://research.environics.net/media_room/default.asp?alD=653.

http://research.environics/
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Should Government Deal  with 

Taliban? 2007

Environics Poll

37Source: Environics, ñ2007 Survey of Afghans.ò October 19, 2007,

http://research.environics.net/media_room/default.asp?alD=653.

http://research.environics/
http://research.environics/
http://research.environics/
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Afghan Views of Taliban Activity -

Nationwide - 2007

ABC News/BBC/ARD Poll

Å While Taliban activity continues, there have been reported declines in three areas ïthe 
burning of schools and government buildings (reported by 33 percent, vs. 45 percent last 
year), bombings (also now reported by 33 percent, compared with 43 percent) and 
individual killings ( 34 percent, vs. 42 percent).

Å No meaningful change in the number of Afghans who report clashes between Taliban and 
government or foreign forces in their area, 42 percent

Å Broad regional differences. In the Southwest, more, 60 percent, report fighting 
between Taliban and government forces; so do 63 percent in the Northwest, vs. just 23 
percent in the North.

Å Sixty -nine percent of Afghans believe Pakistan, a past supporter of the Taliban, is allowing 
it to operate within Pakistani borders. Indeed just 19 percent of Afghans have a favorable 
opinion of Pakistan, almost as low as the Taliban itself ( 13 percent).

38

Source: GaryE. Langerand ABC PollingUnit, ABC

News/BBC/ARD Poll, ñWhereThings Stand in

Afghanistan,òDecember3, 2007

Are you aware of any of the following activities by the Taliban  

in this area?   

 

                                           Yes   No   No opinion  

a. The delivery of night letters           26    71        3  

b. Bombings                                33    65        2  

c. Killing individuals                     34    63        2  

d. Burning schools/government buildings    34    64        2  

e. Fighting government or foreign troops   42    54        3  

f. People giving food/money to Taliban     14    80        6  
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40
Source: ABC/BBC/ARD poll ïAfghanistan: Where things stand, poll of  a random sample 1,534 Afghans in all 34 of the countryôs provinces;, February 9, 2009

ÅIn 2005, é 83 percent of Afghans expressed a favorable opinion of the United States -- unheard of in a 

Muslim nation. Today just 47 percent still hold that view

ÅThe number who say the United States has performed well in Afghanistan has been more than halved, 

from 68 percent in 2005 to 32 percent now. Ratings of NATO/ISAF forces are no better. Just 37 percent of 

Afghans now say most people in their area support Western forces; it was 67 percent in 2006. And 25 

percent now say attacks on U.S. or NATO/ISAF forces can be justified, double the level, 13 percent, in 2006. 

Å..jjust 18 percent say the number of U.S. and NATO/ISAF forces in Afghanistan should be increased. Far 

more, 44 percent, want the opposite -- a decrease in the level of these forces. (ISAF stands for International 

Security Assistance Force, the U.N. -mandated, NATO -led multinational force in Afghanistan.)  

Å-- The failures to date to hold ground and provide effective security are powerful factors in Afghan public 

opinion. Far fewer than in past years say Western forces have a strong presence in their area ( 34 percent, 

down from 57 percent in 2006), or -- crucially - see them as effective in providing security ( 42 percent, down 

from 67 percent).  

ÅAmid widespread experience of warfare -gun battles, bombings and air strikes among them - the number 

of Afghans who rate their own security positively has dropped from 72 percent in 2005 to 55 percent today -

and it goes far lower in high -conflict provinces. In the countryôs beleaguered Southwest (Helmand, 

Kandahar, Nimroz, Uruzgan and Zabul provinces) only 26 percent feel secure from crime and violence; in 

Helmand alone, just 14 percent feel safe.  

ÅCivilian casualties in U.S. or NATO/ISAF air strikes are a key complaint. Seventy -seven percent of Afghans 

call such strikes unacceptable, saying the risk to civilians outweighs the value of these raids in fighting 

insurgents. 

ÅAnd Western forces take more of the blame for such casualties, a public relations advantage for anti -

government forces: Forty -one percent of Afghans chiefly blame U.S. or NATO/ISAF forces for poor 

targeting, vs. 28 percent who mainly blame the insurgents for concealing themselves among civilians.

The US/NATO/ISAF Threat to the US/NATO/ISAF



HQ ISAF Strategic Advisory Group ñUnclassified Metricsò May 2009.

Public Perception of 
ANSF Propriety


