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Abstract of Thesis 

Implicit Counterinsurgency: Media, Development and Security in Afghanistan 

 

This paper focuses on post-September 11, 2001 media assistance in Afghanistan 

at the confluence of the development and defense sectors, otherwise known as the 

security-development nexus. It is out of this nexus that a burgeoning press-state system 

developed amid an ongoing conflict between the Government of Afghanistan and an 

insurgency. What role then has the new media environment played in the campaign to 

win “hearts and minds” in Afghanistan since 2001 and how has this environment been 

shaped by the media assistance effort? This paper suggests the media assistance effort has 

created a new battlefield between the state and the insurgency, one in which both sides 

are making an argument to the people as the legitimate governing authority of the 

country. The argument is addressed from the state’s perspective by a qualitative review of 

two case studies. The first case analyzes the rise of a free and independent press over the 

past 15 years, which reveals a still-professionalizing media industry under threat from the 

insurgency, corrupt government officials, and economic pressures. The second case 

analyzes the role of the Government Media and Information Center (GMIC) and the 

network of small, regional media and information centers across the country. The GMIC 

network, despite unreliable funding and an evolving mission, has achieved mixed results 

in providing a credible voice of the government in the battle for the narrative against the 

Taliban. Together, the two cases reveal a successful intervention of media assistance, but 

an uncertain future for both sides of the press-state system. 
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Introduction 

A functioning press-state system can provide a vital conduit for the government to 

share its values and successes with the public. Doing so, will then in theory, foster greater 

trust in the government and minimize the threat to the sovereignty of the state posed by 

an insurgency. Afghanistan thus provided nearly a blank slate for the development and 

security communities to establish both sides of the press-state system. How then has this 

theory played out in practice? 

 

Statement of the Problem 

The rise of a free and independent press sector in Afghanistan is regarded by 

many a major success of the post-2001 state building and democratization effort and 

much has been written about this story over the past 14 years (BBC, 2013; Fraenkel, 

Shoemaker and Sheldon, 2010; Medly, 2010). However, very few publications have 

analyzed media assistance in Afghanistan in the context of the security-development 

nexus. Media assistance by its very definition is a political activity (LeMay, 2007, pg. 

23). Within the United States Government (USG), media assistance has largely remained 

the purview of the development sector – the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID), Department of State, and the many non-governmental 

organizations with a media development-focused mission that receive USG funding.  

The establishment of a free and independent press sector was a key milestone in 

the nation-building process. This media environment however was one in which the state 

and insurgency could operate, introducing new challenges for development actors and 

drawing the security community further into the fold of media assistance. The wars in 
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Iraq and Afghanistan introduced the security community to the practice of media 

assistance to a greater extent than ever before. The adoption of counterinsurgency further 

placed the development, security, and media communities into direct, sustained contact. 

The Department of Defense (DoD) for example and the various contractors hired to carry 

out strategic communications, information operations, and psychological operations on 

behalf of DoD have been major actors in the forming and shaping of Afghan media. This 

uneasy relationship raises important questions about the boundaries between a free and 

independent press and the state, both foreign and domestic, including editorial freedom 

and financial sustainability. This paper thus seeks to determine the role this new media 

environment has played in the campaign to win “hearts and minds” in Afghanistan since 

2001 and how this environment been shaped by the media assistance effort. 

 

Defining Key Terms 

For the purpose of this paper, the following definitions will be used. “Media” 

encompasses print (newspaper, magazine and other periodicals), television, radio, and 

web-based and mobile-specific content (Kumar, 2004). The definition employed for 

“media assistance” will be that of USAID, the agency most often charged with delivering 

media assistance programs on behalf of the government: Media assistance refers to 

financial, commodity, and technical assistance provided by the international community 

to build and strengthen independent media. Its purpose is to develop an indigenous media 

sector that promotes democracy and development (Kumar, 2004).”As will be discussed in 

the literature review, the inclusion of democracy and development promotion politicizes 
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media assistance in a way other media assistance practitioners do not. The inclusion of 

democracy promotion in the definition provides important context for the cases studied. 

Other terms and definitions are used interchangeably with media assistance in 

reference to interventions, most notably “media development” (Berger, 2010). This paper 

makes a distinction between the two terms. “Media assistance” will be used to describe 

the foreign aid and assistance deliverables provided by foreign institutions to the host 

nation. In contrast, “media development” will be the term used in reference to the change 

or evolution of news media and communications types within the host nation (Center for 

International Media Assistance, 2015).  
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Literature Review 

 This literature review is organized thematically into three sections. First is an 

exploration of the security-development nexus, the intersection of the security and 

development communities in foreign policy. When assessing media assistance efforts in 

Afghanistan it is important to understand the motivations for the United States to support 

such an extensive project. This section will explore the introduction of peacebuilding as 

the leading policy response to insecurity in the post-Cold War era and the primary actors 

called upon to enact such policy, the security and development communities. Next is a 

review of the emergence of media assistance as an extension of peacebuilding and an 

essential feature of the democratic state. This includes a comparison of media assistance 

practices from the development and security perspectives, the latter of which in 

Afghanistan has been significantly informed by modern day counterinsurgency doctrine 

and information operations. Finally, the review will summarize the state of media in 

Afghanistan. Assessments from government and NGO sources and interviews with key 

actors have left an abundance of literature from which to discern the present state of the 

domestic Afghan media sector. 

The closest research to this topic comes from the Center for International Media 

Assistance (CIMA), an initiative of the National Endowment for Democracy, which aims 

to improve the effectiveness of media development around the world. Their 2012 study, 

“An Explosion of News: The State of Media in Afghanistan,” tracks US efforts to build 

and support an independent media sector in Afghanistan while also accounting for the 

influence of DoD operations. The report is limited in its scope and does not provide a 

historic context of media assistance efforts, a thorough rubric for gauging success or the 
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lack thereof, or implications for future media assistance missions. Pieces of this story 

exist in various reports and evaluations from government and nongovernmental sources, 

but a single and comprehensive analysis to the author’s knowledge does not yet appear in 

academic literature.  

This literature review has several limitations. First, while significant effort has 

been made to include the most relevant and necessary literature, the review is 

undoubtedly limited. Second, each of the subjects referenced and discussed in this paper 

are worthy of, and often receive, much more extensive literature reviews than herein 

provided. For example, the review of counterinsurgency (COIN) literature omits works 

by Roger Trinquier, Robert Thompson and Frank Kitson, and many others in the COIN 

canon. While meaningful in defining the evolution of COIN doctrine over the years, the 

selected works provide, in this estimation, the clearest understanding of COIN’s 

relationship to media assistance.  

Furthermore, certain content areas, although referenced and discussed, were 

excluded altogether. The review does not include, for example, a history of media 

industry within the United States, although the US state-press system does influence 

modern day USG-led and sponsored media development and assistance efforts. 

Furthermore, although not explored here, much of the research in media development is 

colored by an understanding of public opinion and media effects.  

 

1. Security-Development Nexus  

Already among the most expensive wars in US history (Bilmes, 2013), the US 

FY2015 budget request raised total relief and reconstruction costs in Afghanistan to 
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$109.9 billion. Of that sum, $65.04 billion has been allocated for security and $31.79 for 

governance and development (SIGAR, 2015). However, as will be explored, the 

distinction between development and security, particularly related to counterinsurgency 

operations, was increasingly blurred over that past 15 years in Afghanistan. In academic 

terms, this interconnection of the security and development communities is referred to as 

the security-development nexus, a concept aptly summarized by Kofi Annan, former 

United Nations Secretary General, in a 2005 report, “We will not enjoy development 

without security; we will not enjoy security without development (Annan, 2005).” This 

whole-of-government approach of the United States to build a democratic state in 

Afghanistan, a strategy driven by the implicit understanding Mr. Annan eloquently 

summarized, is explored further in the following review. 

 The United States’ intervention in Afghanistan began as counterterrorism but 

evolved into a campaign nothing short of democratic state-building (Berger, and Reese, 

2010; Dobbins, 2008; Fukuyama, 2006; Keane and Diesen, 2015). Once the Taliban and 

Al Qaeda were pushed to the frontier border with Pakistan and beyond, the question for 

the leaders representing Afghanistan and coalition nations became: what next? The 

answer to this question coalesced around the understanding that long-term security was 

dependent upon the creation of a democratic Afghan state (Goodhand and Sebra). 

Formalized in the Bonn Agreement of 2001, the mission in Afghanistan officially 

evolved to include rebuilding the State of Afghanistan.  

The literature on state-building is robust. In short, state-building is the 

“construction or reconstruction of institutions of governance capable of providing citizens 

with physical and economic security” (Chandler, 2006, pg. 1). Other terms populating 



	
  
	
  

7	
  

literature, policy briefs and reports have been used to describe the same concept including 

“peace-building,” “democratization,” “stabilization and reconstruction,” and “relief and 

reconstruction” (Keane and Diesen, 2010, pg. 206). While each carries its own distinct 

definition and field of study, the plurality of terms associated with state-building 

nonetheless creates difficulty in conducting a thorough historical review. Still, several 

key themes emerge.  

First, the model of state-building promoted by the United States is grounded in the 

philosophy of liberal democracy and the virtues of liberty and equality that have come to 

characterize democratic nation states (Newman, Paris and Richmond, 2009). For the US, 

state-building and democracy are inextricably linked. A cornerstone of US foreign policy 

throughout the nation’s history, democracy promotion took on increased importance 

following World War II amid the ideological war against communism (Fowler, 2015). As 

will be discussed, the period immediately following World War II also brought the 

advent of international development and the early stages of media assistance. Call and 

Cook narrow the study of democratization to “political democracy” verse a broader 

definition incorporating “social and economic conditions” (Call and Cook, 2003, pg. 

235). For a means of comparative analysis, Call and Cook use the narrower definition of 

“free and fair electoral competition with minimal civil rights guarantees” (pg. 235). 

Berger and Diesen provide a similar definition, citing the mere presence of periodic 

elections as enough to validate the democratization process (Berger and Diesen, 2010, pg. 

206).  

Second, the “accumulation of capital, centralization and control over the means of 

coercion, and the enhanced power of rulers to access these resources by appearing to be 
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legitimate” are central to the state-building process (Suhrke, 2013, pg. 255).  These 

essential elements are achieved most often by first establishing security (United States, 

2007; Dobbins, 2008Keane and Dieson, 2010). The inherent necessity for security thus 

usually requires the presence of a large foreign military force while local security forces 

are recruited, trained and deployed – a process that as seen in Afghanistan can take years 

to accomplish and to no certain amount of efficacy. Drawing upon counterinsurgency 

doctrine, the military’s role in the state-building mission in alluded to in the US 

Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual 3-24: “Soldiers and Marines 

should prepare to execute nonmilitary mission to support COIN efforts. Everyone has a 

role in nation building, not just Department of State and civil affairs personnel (United 

States, 2007, pg. 49).”  

Third, the success of state-building ultimately hinges on the development of 

“economic, health, education, agriculture, electricity, transport and other infrastructure 

projects” that are essential to the state’s long-term sustainability, a field of civic 

institutions that includes a free and independent press (Keane and Dieson, 2010, pg. 206). 

State-building is thus not just the elimination of destabilizing forces like the Taliban, but 

the resolution of the state’s instability and subsequent promotion of post-conflict 

development (Call and Cook, 2003). 

The history of interventions, including recent examples in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Kosovo, Sierra Leone and Liberia, illustrates the multivariate approaches to 

state-building. Richmond highlights the range of approaches adopted to quell security 

concerns and promote development including: force, modernization, liberal 

peacebuilding, neoliberal state-building and native administration (Richmond, 2014). 
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RAND Corporation’s “The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building” also attempts to create 

a comprehensive overview of the instruments available to “the nation-builder” (Dobbins, 

2007, pg. vi). While no one approach can describe in sum the US intervention in 

Afghanistan, liberal peacebuilding provides the most proximate model (Goodhand and 

Sedra, 2015). Defined as the “simultaneous pursuit of conflict resolution, market 

sovereignty, and liberal democracy,” liberal peacebuilding emerged as the primacy policy 

response to insecurity in the post-Cold War Era” (Goodhand and Sebra, 2015, pg. 1).  

Liberal peacebuilding is not without criticism. Suhrke and Richmond cite a lack 

of domestic consent required before foreign actors intervene (Suhrke, 2013; Richmond, 

2014). Once on the ground however, the process typically casts off traditional and 

indigenous methods of peacebuilding, which are viewed as antithetical to the liberal 

peacebuilding process (MacGinty, 2008).  

The successes of liberal peacebuilding operations are also in question. (Call and 

Cook, 2003; Dobbins, 2007, MacGinty, 2007; Suhrke 2013; Richmond, 2014). Of the 

eighteen countries that experienced UN peacekeeping missions “with a political 

institution-building component between 1988 and 2002, thirteen (72 percent) were 

classified as some form of authoritarian regime as of 2002” (Call and Cook, 2003). And 

in Afghanistan, Suhrke questions whether state-building in the liberal peacebuilding 

model was destined to fail from the start. Chief among the concerns voiced: if the 

creation of capital, security and legitimacy were essential to state-building, then the key 

question in Afghanistan was whether these three elements could be effectively supplied 

from the outside (Suhrke, 2013).  

 



	
  
	
  

10	
  

2. Media Assistance 

 Media assistance as a component of the democratic state-building process is a 

growing subfield of literature but significant gaps remain. Furthermore, the media 

assistance efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan in particular have only just begun to creep into 

scholarly literature. In contrast, media assistance efforts in Latin America during the 

1980’s, former Eastern Bloc states post-1989, the Balkans in the 1990’s, and various 

missions in Africa between 1990 and the mid-2000’s provide the bulk of scholarly 

attention (Price, 2002; Kumar, 2006; LaMay, 2007; Bayo, 2009; Ahmetasevic, 2012).  

As LaMay summarizes, media assistance can take many forms, including 

journalism training, media law reform, professionalism, and media management training 

(LeMay, 2007). Price (Price, 2002) adds “initiatives designed to transcend national, 

religious, or ethnic barriers in the media” to this list, while Kumar includes building 

infrastructure for the broadcast media (Kumar, 2004). There is broad consensus that 

media assistance intends to develop an independent media, but some questions persist as 

to what an independent press ultimately looks like. USAID defines it as “non-state media, 

that is, enterprises owned by individuals, corporations and nonprofit organizations” 

(Kumar, 2004). LaMay offers a more critical definition contending that “a press 

independent of governmental, political, or economic control does not exist” and that “the 

press must be dependent on something for its viability” (LaMay, 2007, pg. 26).  

The community of media assistance actors is just as diverse as the activities they 

carry out. These activities rarely fall under a single government agency or department, 

although USAID is routinely at the forefront of USG-led media assistance efforts. Price 

places media assistance under an umbrella of “governance, civil society, democratization, 
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or humanitarian assistance agencies (Price, 2002). Even then, some agencies will 

specialize in a particular activity of media assistance. As seen in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

some media assistance projects fall outside of the development realm entirely, and have 

become a component of security apparatus.  

The media assistance community is comprised of donors, intermediary agencies 

and local partners (Price, 2002). Price maps a top-down structure of media assistance 

organized into three tiers. Tier 1 is comprised of donors, including governmental 

organizations like USAID, international governmental organizations like UNESCO and 

the World Bank, foundations and international industry associations. Tier 2 is comprised 

of intermediary agencies and contractors, including international NGOs like Internews, 

universities, and media watchdog organizations. Finally, tier 3 is comprised of local 

partners, including media outlets, media organizations, and professional associations 

charged with carrying on media assistance, training and support services once tier 1 and 

tier 2 institutions depart (Price, 2002). This framework provides the clearest depiction of 

the media assistance community. While there may be disagreement over who conducts 

media assistance, there is little question as to its potential to support democracy.  

 “News media make sovereignty meaningful by acting literally as the medium 

through which actions taken in civil society find their expression in political and 

economic society and, eventually, their manifestation in public policy” (LaMay, 2007). 

USAID justifies its media assistance programs in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, which states “Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this 

right includes the freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and 

impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers” (USAID, 
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2015). In post-conflict states in particular, transitions to democracy involve a plethora of 

actors with different motivations and commitments to democratic ideals. In these 

transition states, the public is particularly vulnerable to the influence of demagoguery and 

the abuse of media to advance political aims at the expense of democracy (Bayo, 2009). 

Media can thus play a decisive role in establishing peace.  

This is in stark relief to the media assistance industry just three decades ago. 

Media assistance prior to the 1990s had little to do with democracy promotion but the 

“third wave of democracy” that emerged following the fall of the Berlin Wall reoriented 

the industry (LaMay, 2007). Today, media assistance is viewed as an essential 

component of the democratization process.  

Bajraktar and Hsu summarize the potential impact of media assistance in three 

outcomes. First, a pluralistic media sector allows access to a diversity of perspectives. 

Second, a transparent media can become a credible source of information. Third, an 

independent media keeps the government accountable. The Center for International 

Media Development (CIMA), an initiative of the National Endowment of Democracy, 

more broadly describes its impact as “strengthening democracy, economic development, 

political discourse, and accountability” (CIMA, 2015).  

 

2.1 Assessing Media Assistance 

Although typically included in media assistance activities, measurement and 

evaluation varies in quality and thoroughness (Price, 2002; Kumar, 2006; LaMay, 2007, 

Noske-Turner, 2012; Passey, 2012). Noske-Turner documents the institutional flaws in 

the measurement and evaluation (M&E) practices of media assistance projects, foremost 
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among them a “templated” approach with inherent deficiencies (Noske-Turner, 2012, pg 

50). In an analysis of media assistance M&E reports, it was found that the typical report 

was conducted three to five years following the completion of the project by a consultant 

with one to two weeks of field work to collect data.  

The most in-depth evaluation of USAID M&E comes from Passey in a master’s 

thesis completed at the University of Missouri (Passey, 2012), which among its findings, 

observed that USAID media assistance projects, their goals, strategies and measures vary 

by country. As LaMay summarizes, this is a catch-22 for development organizations in 

general: this variations is obviously both a virtue – USAID is often accused of employing 

an identical template everywhere it works – and a shortcoming, making overall 

evaluation of USAID media programs difficult” (pg. 92).  Price contends that a case 

study evaluation of a media assistance project, “is a subjective exercise that defies 

quantitative measurement,” but still cites, “insufficient evaluations” as a challenge for the 

industry.  

Not everyone considers official reporting as a valid source of data.  As a recent 

report of the United States Institute of Peace articulates, research and evaluation of 

development efforts in Afghanistan require looking beyond the easy targets of output 

metrics, value for money, and polling data (Mansfield, 2015).  Mansfield cautions against 

relying on official sources of accountability like the Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction and US Government Accountability Office due to their focus 

on financial reporting without greater consideration for the impact of intervention efforts 

on the Afghan population. He similarly cites polling efforts including the Asia 
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Foundation’s Annual Survey (cited in this paper) as lacking the requisite reach into rural 

and contested areas of country and subject to a strong desirability bias.  

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

developed a set of indicators in 2008 that can holistically evaluate national media 

landscapes The UNESCO Media Development Indicators suggests that media 

development coalesces around five categories of indicators (UNESCO, 2008):  

1. A system of regulation conducive to freedom of expression, pluralism, and 

diversity of media. 

2. Plurality and diversity of media, a level economic playing field and transparency 

of ownership. 

3. Media as a platform for democratic discourse. 

4. Professional capacity building and supporting institutions that underpins freedom 

of expression, pluralism and diversity.  

5. Infrastructural capacity is sufficient to support independent and pluralistic media.  

 The framework, while comprehensive, is not without criticism. Guy Berger, who 

consulted on the creation of the Media Development Indicators, challenges several key 

assumptions (2010). First, he questions whether each indicator should carry equal 

weighting in assessing the media environment. He argues for example, that the legal 

environment establishes the conditions for the remaining indicators to appear and thus is 

of greater importance in the act of media development. Second, according to Berger, the 

media development indicators lack cohesion because the document fails to define “media 

development” in general. He calls for delinking media development from foreign 

interventions and for differentiating between media development activities and media 
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development outcomes – a common confusion in the literature. Despite these limitations, 

the MDI’s provide a normative framework from which to assess a country’s media 

environment (Peters, 2010). 

For the recipients of media assistance, the challenges are “primarily economic 

ones” (LaMay, 2007, pg. xvii). His text provides the most authoritative account of the 

financial and editorial challenges associated with the media assistance, coalescing in the 

question of sustainability for domestic media services once assistance providers leave. 

The market for information is changing worldwide and the economics of the media 

industry are not absent in post-conflict societies. LaMay pays particular attention to the 

sustainability of media assistance and the potential to leave behind a media sector 

dependent upon donor funding and support.  

 

2.2 Measuring Press Freedoms 

 If media assistance is the input, the media development indicators are the output, 

then the development of a free and independent press is typically sought to be the 

outcome. Lowenstein (1970) provides one of the earliest definitions of media freedom as 

one where the press has “absolute independence and critical ability, except for minimal 

libel and obscenity laws. The press has no concentrated ownership, marginal economic 

units or organized self-regulation.” Price (2002) reduces media freedom mainly to the 

state’s lack of ownership of information. Measures of press freedom have largely grown 

in scale, nuance and sophistication in recent decades. Out of this industry, two measures 

stand out as among the most popular rating systems: Freedom House and Reporters 

Without Borders’ World Press Freedom Index (RWB).  
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Freedom House, a New York City-based NGO, developed their press freedom 

ratings in 1980 as an extension of a broader world freedom survey. For Freedom House, 

each state receives a score from 0 (the most free) to 100 (the least free) based on 23 

methodology questions ranging from the legal and regulatory environment to violations 

of press freedom like violence and abuse of journalists. States are then assigned to one of 

three buckets –free, partly free, or not free – and ranked within each bucket.  

RWB’s mission is to advocate for the safety and protection of journalists 

worldwide. Based in Paris, RWB developed their first rankings of press freedoms in 

2002. Their ratings are achieved by sending out a 53-item questionnaire in multiple 

categories as well including media plurality, media independence, self-censorship, legal 

protections and transparency, and infrastructure. The questionnaire is sent to local and 

foreign country experts, and a minimum of three responses is required for the data to be 

considered valid.  

 But how do these rating systems compare? Becker, Vlad and Nusser (2007) set 

out to answer this question in their evaluation of press freedom indicators. The study 

found a strong correlation coefficient between the Freedom House and RWB ratings of 

.81 in 2002 and .84 in 2003 (Becker, Vlad and Nusser, 2007). Despite the methodological 

differences, the two rating systems, as the study suggests, typically agree on media 

freedom ratings, suggesting strong internal validity and the ability to compare year-by-

year within individual rating systems. Yet, questions remain about the cross-cultural 

ability to measure press freedoms. Freedom House and RWB are based in the west and 

undoubtedly influenced by the liberal democratic social and political philosophies that 

provide the foundation of American and French and press-state systems, respectively.  
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Measures of media freedom are also not without criticism. Accounting for the role 

of religion in society is one particular weakness (Connolly-Ahern, 2007). Connelly-

Ahern investigates the correlation between press freedoms and the religious composition 

of the state. Her findings suggest that Christian-majority states receive more positive 

press freedom ratings, while Muslim-majority states receive more negative press freedom 

ratings. Connelly-Ahern also introduces a third variable to the research question, 

democracy. The results find that Muslim-majority, democratic states again have a 

significantly lower level of press freedom compared to Christian-majority states. While 

Connelly-Ahern’s findings suggest a relationship between media freedoms, religion and 

democracy, they stop short of suggesting any inherent bias in the rating systems. 

 

2.3 Counterinsurgency Doctrine and Information Operations 

The shift to a counterinsurgency-focused strategy of defeating the Taliban in 2009 

also brought a renewed emphasis on information operations and the battle for the “hearts 

and minds” of the population. The United States military’s COIN doctrine has its roots in 

the Marine Corps’ Small Wars Manual, which emerged out of the Corps’ experiences 

fighting insurgencies during the early 20th century in the Caribbean and Central America. 

COIN, as defined by the manual, lacks the whole-of-government approach espoused by 

its present day predecessor, The United States Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency 

Field Manual no. 3-24 (FM 3-24). Various iterations of the United States’ military’s 

COIN doctrine have emerged since the publishing of the Small Wars Manual, influenced 

by the mid-century conflicts in Malaysia, Algeria and Vietnam. The works of French 



	
  
	
  

18	
  

Army officer David Galula and Robert Thompson, a British military officer and veteran 

of Malaysia and Vietnam, in particular have influenced modern day COIN doctrine. 

 Galula’s two primary works, “Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Practice 

and Pacification in Algeria,” promoted a version of COIN focused on securing the 

population while supporting civic action and political reforms. Galula’s emphasis on 

political reform as a means to defeating the insurgency is particularly noteworthy as he 

promotes information operations and propaganda as a central part of the effort. In doing 

so, Galula elevates the political nature of the conflict and need for non-military assets 

including administrative, economic and propaganda capabilities (1964, pg. 61).  

His argument for information operations and propaganda however comes from a 

distinctly colonial point of view. Galula never mentions the development or utilization of 

an independent press as a conduit for passing information to the local population. This 

can be explained in part by the Algerian insurgency’s reliance on media to publicize the 

conflict and gain international support for the cause. The failure to provide a counter-

narrative contributed to the insurgency’s ability to create a protracted conflict and 

ultimately expel the French government from Algeria (Porch, 2011).  

It was not until the publication of FM 3-24 however that counterinsurgency 

gained military and government-wide popularity in relation to Iraq and Afghanistan. This 

“radical” shift in military strategy also brought a further evolution of counterinsurgency 

doctrine (United States, p. xi). FM 3-24 was created in response to the call for a new 

strategy in Iraq. The growth of an increasingly destabilizing insurgency amid increasingly 

futile conventional coalition tactics led many to once again look to counterinsurgency as 

the solution. General David Petraeus and a team of military professionals, journalists, 
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human rights advocates, and academics produced the resulting field manual and the new 

iteration of information operations.  

The military’s use of information operations became a key part of the new COIN 

doctrine. Defined as “the integrated employment of electronic warfare, computer network 

operations, psychological operations, military deception, and operations security, in 

concert with specified supporting and related capabilities, to affect and defend 

information systems and to influence decision making,” Information Operations (IO) 

constituted the military’s primary, but not only, pathway to media assistance efforts 

(United States, 2009, pg. 385). FM 3-24, more than any other previous iteration of COIN 

doctrine, stresses the need to control the narrative and information space of the 

environment by engaging with and utilizing the media. The field manual further states 

“helping establish effective host nation media is another important COIN requirement” 

but little more is said about how to accomplish this task (pg. 385).  

COIN in practice can and does deviate from COIN in literature, so we must also 

consider how information operations and the battle for hearts and minds plays out in 

reality. In the fight against the Taliban, according to the former commander of 

International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, General Stanley 

McChrystal, the coalition and Afghan government were making an argument to the 

people – “that we would win, that the future we promised was better, and that we could 

deliver it (2010, pg. 315).” The lack of success of COIN in Afghanistan and the 

questionable success in Iraq however have led many to question the actual efficacy of 

modern day doctrine (Ucko, 2011).  
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State-building in Afghanistan brought the development and security communities 

into an uneasy relationship. For the development community, intrusion of the security 

community into media assistance activities occurred despite protestations from USAID 

(Kumar, 2004). The involvement of DoD in the media assistance mission nonetheless 

altered the media landscape.  

CIMA provides the most thorough reporting of DoD media assistance efforts in 

Afghanistan (Cary, 2010, 2012, 2015). Tasked with a $200 million effort to rebuild the 

national media operation in Iraq, DoD took a similarly aggressive approach in 

Afghanistan, although more delayed than other media assistance actors including USAID. 

For example, the budget for DoD’s IO activities worldwide, though largely focused on 

Iraq and Afghanistan, in 2010 were budgeted at more than $600 million, ten times the 

total operating budget of USAID (Cary, 2010).  Not all of these activities were positive 

from the perspective of the development community. IO activities included paying radio 

stations to run military messaging and funding lucrative and ultimately futile contract 

work in public affairs and media assistance. Much of the military’s IO activities during 

this period still remain shrouded in secrecy. 
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Research Design And Methodology 

This paper explores what role the new media environment in Afghanistan has had 

in the battle between the Government of Afghanistan and the insurgency for the “hearts 

and minds” of the Afghan people since 2001. The research also seeks to address the 

question of whether the media assistance effort in Afghanistan since 2001 has been 

successful or not and what implications exist for future interventions. Due to the scale of 

media assistance landscape in Afghanistan, this study has sought to first establish a 

baseline understanding of media environment followed by an assessment of the GMIC 

network. These two case studies comprise this pilot study. As will be discussed, the 

potential research opportunities associated with this topic is vast, and the limitations of 

this study highlight other important avenues of academic scrutiny.  

The study is organized by each case study in a chronological order. First, this 

paper assesses the growth of Afghan media since 2001. The primary data collection 

method used for this case is open source research. This case is also supported by 

information gleaned from the elite interviews, detailed further in the second case study. 

As a framework for this assessment, this paper utilizes UNESCO’s “Media Development 

Indicators,” introduced in 2008 to better assess media assistance efforts and provide a 

qualitative review of a state’s media environment. The framework is structured on five 

categories, accounting for: 1) regulation conducive to freedom of expression, 2) plurality 

and diversity of media, a low economic playing field and transparency of ownership, 3) 

media as a platform for democratic discourse, 4) professional capacity building, and 5) an 

infrastructure sufficient to support independent and pluralistic media (UNESCO, 2008). 

This framework, while not without criticism, provides a set of baselines from which to 
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properly assess the state of Afghan media from the perspective of the western 

development community, and in particular the United States. 

The second case study shifts the focus to the state. The government needed to fill 

the communications space created by independent Afghan media with coordinated and 

effective messaging. The Government Media and Information Center was the 

government’s answer to filling this void and thus provides the focus of the second case 

study. This case study relied on semi-structured interviews with officials involved in 

establishing and managing the GMIC network as well as Afghan and western journalists 

with experience working with the GMIC.  

In total, five interviews were conducted between February 17 and March 21, 

2016. Interview subjects included: Lucas Robinson, a member of the Provincial 

Reconstruction Team based in Kandahar from 2008 to 2009 who helped establish the 

province’s media and information center; Farhaan Ladhani, former head of section for 

strategic communications in Kandahar and current Senior Advisor for Digital Outreach in 

the Office of the Prime Minister of Canada; Hakim Asher, executive director of the 

Government Media and Information Center from February of 2009 to October of 2012; a 

Western official and former journalist who has worked in Afghanistan since 2005 but 

wished to remain anonymous; and Abdul Mujeeb Khalvatgar, managing director of Nai 

Supporting Open Media in Afghanistan, an Afghan non-governmental organization. 

Interviews were conducted in person, when possible, and by phone and Skype and lasted 

between one and two hours each. Participants were asked questions related to both the 

status of media in Afghanistan today and the GMIC.  
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Research Limitations 

Known limitations exist within this research. First, the author’s ability to analyze 

Afghan media is limited by the availability of source material in English rather than 

Pashto or Dari. This limit is problematic in assessing both case studies. The inability to 

properly account for media that is not available in an English-translated website 

precludes any valuable data points that could have been drawn from publications 

available only in Pashto or Dari. This limit further creates a bias toward materials 

produced in the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, and other Western nations, a 

limitation enhanced by the research-from-afar approach taken to complete this study. 

Furthermore, this reliance on outlets with digital presence in English creates a bias 

toward the larger, well-established media companies and omits the local reporting done 

on non-digital platforms.  

Second, much of the data is sourced from development agencies. As Noske-

Turner highlights, the propensity to produce positive appraisals of media assistance 

activities has led to a known publication bias in the development sector, of which the 

media assistance community is not immune (Noske-Turner, 2015, pg. 42). Efforts have 

been made to counteract this bias through interviews and independent evaluations.  

Third, the majority of data used to support the second case study was generated 

through interviews with individuals with firsthand knowledge of the GMIC network. 

There may be a similar propensity to produce a positive appraisal of one’s own 

professional work. The available literature on the GMIC is limited and mentions in 

academic literature are nearly nonexistent.  
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Results 

 The press-state system in Afghanistan was reset following the ouster of the 

Taliban in 2001. Over the past 15 years, a free and independent media has experienced 

significant growth, and in the process created a new battleground between the 

Government of Afghanistan (GoA) and the Taliban. The government, slow to adjust to 

the new media environment, realized that the growing gulf between the state and the 

public could be bridged by an increased investment and dedication of resources to 

strategic communications. What role then has the new media environment played in the 

campaign to win “hearts and minds” in Afghanistan since 2001?  

 The first case uses the rubric of UNESCO’s Media Development Indicators to 

assess the state of Afghan media and reveals a press sector benefiting from the surge of 

investment and support supplied by the international community, while reconciling an 

ever-shifting, and at times hostile relationship with the state. For the media assistance 

community, initial success should not be the end objective. A continued presence and 

commitment of the international community may be necessary in environments like 

Afghanistan where conflict continues and the support of the people is still contested.  

 The second case, an assessment of the Government Media and Information Center 

network, reveals similar results but leads to different ramifications. The influx of funding 

and training from the media assistance community in support of the establishment of the 

GMIC network achieved early results in advancing the government’s strategic 

communications objectives. The delay in recognizing the need for the GMIC however 

suggests that establishing the state’s strategic communications capacity should receive 
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greater attention early on in an intervention, rather than waiting for the situation to 

deteriorate.  

 

1. The State Of Afghan Media 

 The Afghan media sector has undergone a radical transformation over the past 15 

years, growing from a single state-run radio station and a complete blackout of television 

in 2000 to a diverse range of hundreds of print, radio, digital and TV outlets in 2016. The 

quantity of media outlets however does not provide the full scope of the state of Afghan 

media. This study employs UNESCO’s Media Development Indicators (MDI) to serve as 

a rubric in assessing Afghan media from the perspective of the western development 

community. Introduced in 2008, the MDI were created to help answer the common 

questions that have traditionally plagued media assistance efforts including: “What 

conditions are necessary to take full advantage of the democratic potential of the media 

and enhance their contribution to development? What policies should be elaborated in 

this respect? And how should media development assistance be targeted (UNESCO, 

2008)?”  

 Together, the MDI reveal an Afghan media that has grown precipitously as a 

result of foreign investment and resources, but also an industry at risk of government 

overreach, financial instability and the continued threat of violence. They also highlight 

the influence of the security community in the new media space. Media assistance 

activities conducted under the guise of Information Operations by the US military 

“include: setting up small radio stations at forward operating bases; buying air time at 

small and large radio and TV outlets to run messaging; doing infrastructure support for 
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small radio stations; helping Afghan reporters get access to coalition troops to gain 

favorable press; printing billboards that support the local government” (Cary, 2012, p. 

33). The military’s IO activities, while potentially serving a vital role in the COIN effort, 

nonetheless put the greater media assistance mission at risk.  

 

“Indicator 1: A system of regulation conducive to freedom of expression, pluralism and 

diversity of the media: existence of a legal, policy and regulatory framework which 

protects and promotes freedom of expression and information, based on international best 

practice standards and developed in participation with civil society (UNESCO, 2008).”  

 Afghanistan today boasts one of the more impressive and liberal media laws in 

Central and South Asia. The constitution explicitly allows for freedom of expression and 

protects the rights and safety of journalists.  As will be discussed, the implementation of 

these laws is a critical shortcoming of the system.  

 The state’s protection of media freedoms dates back to Afghanistan’s first 

constitution in 1923. The law stood as-was until 1964 when the constitution was amended 

to provide greater detail as to the extent of its reach. Among the most important additions 

was the “allowance to print and publish ideas…without submission in advance to the 

authorities of the state (Government of Afghanistan, 1964).” The turmoil of communist 

rule beginning in 1978, the collapse of the state in the early 1990’s and the rise of the 

Taliban in 1996 however erased any trace of independent Afghan media. Operation 

Enduring Freedom and the introduction of the development and security communities set 

the stage for the reintroduction and advancement of prior generation media freedoms. 
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Over the past 15 years, the state has passed four media laws in 2002, 2004, 2006 and 

2009, and has introduced additional amendments in between.  

 The Bonn Agreement reinstated the media freedoms protected in the 1964 

constitution, and in 2002, Hamid Karzai, then Chairman of the Interim Administration of 

Afghanistan, issued by decree the Afghan Law of the Press. The Press Law consisted of 

nine chapters, which mainly dealt with the business of the press, including registration, 

licensing, and topics prohibited from media scrutiny. For example, the law stated that 

media have an “obligation” to support Islam, but failed to clarify the reach and extent of 

this obligation. The 2002 Press Law also embraced harsh penalties including the 

suspension and banning of outlets if they were found guilty of breaking the law. 

Significant revisions were needed if a free and independent Afghan press were to be 

embraced. The 2004 Afghan constitution, the first post-Taliban constitution, includes the 

explicit endorsement of a free and independent press: 

 

Freedom of expression shall be inviolable. Every Afghan shall have the 

right to express thoughts through speech, writing, illustrations as well as 

other means in accordance with provisions of the constitution. Every Afghan 

shall have the right, according to provisions of law, to print and publish on 

subjects without prior submission to state authorities. Directives related to 

the press, radio, and television as well as publications and other mass media 

shall be regulated by law.  
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These freedoms were expanded upon in the much-lauded Media Law of 2009, which was 

designed in part to “promote and support the right of freedom of thought and speech, 

defend the rights of journalists, and ensure the ground for their free operation (The Law 

on Mass Media, 2009).” The law provided significantly greater clarity as to the intent of 

the law including: the guaranteed right to freedom of speech as called for in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights; the protection of the rights of journalists; the promotion of 

a free and independent press representative of Afghanistan’s diverse population; and 

support for the continued development of the media industry. 

 The primary challenge for journalists and media rights advocates however is not 

the laws themselves but the failure of the government to stand by them. One of the key 

provisions included in the 2009 Media Law, but that has yet to be implemented, is the 

replacement of the Media Violations Investigative Committee (MVIC) with the Mass 

Media Commission (MCC) (Proctor, 2015). The MVIC was responsible for monitoring 

the press’ compliance with media laws, but became known for harassing journalists on 

multiple occasions (Gossman, 2015). The MVCI was finally dissolved in 2015, but the 

MCC has yet to be formed.  

 Furthermore, for every positive step taken, as one journalist interviewed stated, 

the government takes two steps back. The Access to Information Law, signed by 

President Ghani in 2014 outlaws content that “endangers independence, sovereignty, 

territorial integrity, national security and national interests.” The inability of journalists to 

publish content challenging the state inherently limits their ability to operate as a free and 

independent press. Such a law goes against the state’s long-term interest - establishing 
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trust and credibility with the Afghan people. These challenges have not gone 

unrecognized by international arbiters of press freedom.  

 Comparatively, Afghanistan ranks behind other states in measures of press 

freedom that have been major recipients of media assistance, with the exception of Iraq, 

over the past 25 years. Freedom House and Reporters Without Borders’ World Press 

Freedom Index represent two of the primary press freedom ranking systems. The 

differing methodologies associated with each institution do present some challenges for 

comparison. Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, ranked 104th with Freedom House 

verses 68th with Reporters Without Borders. Taken together, however, they offer a more 

comprehensive assessment of the state’s media environment.  

 

Figure 1: Press Freedom Measures, 2016 

 

Source: Reporters Without Borders and Freedom House 

0	
  

20	
  

40	
  

60	
  

80	
  

100	
  

120	
  

140	
  

160	
  

180	
  

Afghanistan	
   Bosnia	
  &	
  
Herzegovina	
  

East	
  Timor	
   Iraq	
   Sierra	
  Leone	
  

Pr
es
s	
  F

re
ed

om
	
  R
an

ki
ng
	
  

Freedom	
  House	
   World	
  Press	
  Freedom	
  Index	
  



	
  
	
  

30	
  

 

The perpetuation of violence and instability in Afghanistan and Iraq in particular has 

negatively affected their rankings. In contrast, Bosnia and Herzegovina, which still faces 

similar challenges as Afghanistan in terms of government intrusion and coercion of 

media, has achieved a higher ranking thanks in large part to the cessation of widespread 

violence and the rise of civil society organizations supportive of media freedoms 

(Ahmetasevic, 2012).  

 Both Freedom House and World Press Freedom Index rank Afghanistan in the 

bottom third of all nations in press freedom, and have consistently done so since 2001, as 

shown in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2: Afghanistan Press Freedom Measures, 2001-2015 

 

Source: Reporters Without Borders and Freedom House 
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The years between 2005 and 2010 presented numerous challenges for the fledgling 

Afghan government including an uneasy relationship with a media sector that has 

outpaced the strategic communications abilities of the state. The rankings since 2011 

however indicate positive steps have been taken to protect and preserve free and 

independent media. 

 Violence against members of the press remains a critical concern, as shown in 

Figure 3. Nai Supporting Afghanistan Open Media, a non-governmental organization 

established in Afghanistan in 2005 with support from Internews, tracks acts of violence 

against journalists.  

 

Figure 3: Acts of Violence Against Journalists, 2001-2016 

 

Source: Nai Supporting Open Media in Afghanistan, “Violence Against Journalists in Afghanistan 2001-

2016” 
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The primary perpetrators of violence reported are police and government officials. These 

attacks range from the district level to the Office of the Presidency, and are followed in 

frequency by insurgent forces, most notably the Taliban. The type of violence ranges 

from intimidation to killings, and varies considerably by group. Government officials and 

police were responsible for the majority of beatings and acts of intimidation. In contrast, 

the Taliban were by proportion responsible for the most number of killings. The Taliban 

went so far as to issue a fatwa against media outlets and the civil society organizations 

that support media in 2014 proclaiming, “Fighters will use any possible ways to conduct 

suicide attacks and destroy such movements (Proctor, 2015).” 

 Despite the plurality of violence against journalists reportedly perpetrated by 

agents of the state, Abdul Mujeeb Khalvatgar, Managing Director of Nai, the 

organization responsible for producing the data, considers insecurity and the Taliban the 

greatest threat to free and independent media now and in the near future (Khalvatgar, 

personal communication, 2016). A western official who was interviewed for this study 

however cast the government as the overwhelming threat to media, partly they explained, 

because of geography. Media as a primarily urban phenomenon leads to increased 

friction between the state and press, whereas the insurgency is primarily a rural 

phenomenon, decreasing the exposure of journalists to direct threat from the Taliban.   

 

“Indicator 2: Plurality and diversity of media, a level economic playing field and 

transparency of ownership: the state actively promotes the development of the media 

sector in a manner which prevents undue concentration and ensures plurality and 
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transparency of ownership and content across public, private, and community media 

(UNESCO, 2008).” 

 The growth of Afghan media in quantity is a significant achievement of the post-

Taliban era.  The exact numbers are fluid, but since 2001, more than 315 television 

stations have launched, along with more than 400 radio stations. Internet access continues 

to increase as well, as detailed later on in this paper. This growth has been supported 

largely by the financial investment and support of media assistance actors, but domestic 

actors, including political and military officials, have become more engaged in recent 

years. A challenge for media assistance practitioners in the immediate aftermath of the 

intervention was the scale of development activity necessary to advance a free and 

independent press: no more than 30 percent of Afghans could read and write, and only 

four percent of the population had access to electricity. The media assistance mission that 

then embarked is comparable only to post-2003 Iraq in terms of cost and investment of 

resources and people.  

USAID took a lead role from the start. Their Office of Transition Initiatives 

approached the initial project with three primary objectives: to take a strategic approach 

in its work, to promote government legitimacy, and to increase citizen connection to each 

other and local authorities (USAID, 2005). Among the initial activities were establishing 

community radio stations, an effort that continues to pay dividends. Radio remains the 

most widely consumed media type, fueled by 258 radio stations as of November 2015, 

followed by television, mobile phones and community networks including the mosque 

and shuras. The dramatic growth in media outlets available to Afghans has been 

supported by significant investment, including foreign aid in telecommunications 
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infrastructure, as detailed later in this study. This expansion in funding and opportunity 

has also supported the hiring of more than 12,000 Afghans in the media industry.   

The scale of media assistance projects implemented since the initial radio 

program efforts in 2002 include a $2.7 million grant to the Mohseni family, who own and 

operate a network of radio and televisions stations called the Moby Media Group. The 

company, led by Saad Mohseni, is now the largest media company in Afghanistan and 

operates more than a dozen news bureaus throughout the country (Auletta, 2010). Saad 

Mohseni’s relationship with former President Karzai in particular illustrates the tension 

between the press and state. When asked about Mohseni in 2010, Karzai responded, “He 

is a good businessman, I guess, but he puts the Taliban on television. He does bad things 

on the media” (Auletta, 2010).  

The security community has also been actively involved in establishing their own 

version of media outlets. At the height of COIN operations in Afghanistan, ISAF 

operated its own radio station, Sada-e-Azadi, and supported more localized broadcasts 

through an activity referred to as Radios in a Box, or RIABs (Cary, 2012, p. 9). RIABs 

were established in forward operating bases throughout the country and broadcast ISAF 

messaging along with local music and news programming (Cary, 2012, p. 9). 

Despite the intrusion of the security community, the media has also become one 

of the most well respected public institutions in Afghanistan, as shown in Figure 4. The 

data, provided by the Asia Foundation, indicates an embrace of the media as early as 

2006, when the survey began.  
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Figure 4. Public Confidence in Civic Institutions 

 

 Source: The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2015: A Survey of the Afghan People” 
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0	
  

10	
  

20	
  

30	
  

40	
  

50	
  

60	
  

70	
  

80	
  

90	
  

100	
  

2006	
   2007	
   2008	
   2009	
   2010	
   2011	
   2012	
   2013	
   2014	
   2015	
  

Pe
rc
en

t	
  o
f	
  t
he

	
  P
op

ul
aC

on
	
  

Year	
  

Confidence	
  in	
  
Media	
  

Confidence	
  in	
  
Parliament	
  

Confidence	
  in	
  
Religious	
  
leaders	
  



	
  
	
  

36	
  

Reports made public through WikiLeaks detail an instance of a member of the US 

military “negotiating with Panjshir Radio to run 60 minutes a day of ‘coalition and IRoA 

[Islamic Republic of Afghanistan] message/information operations” in return for $6,000 

over a two month trial period (Cary, 2012, p. 35). The military’s willingness to enter the 

public information space was not limited to small outlets either. Another instance, 

provided by WikiLeaks, describes a meeting between “the director of a major Afghan 

news agency” and military personnel in which the director “proposed a partnership with 

the PRT” (Cary, 2012, p. 35).  

 The outcome of such efforts may prove beneficial in the military’s COIN efforts, 

but also carry significant risks to the greater media assistance effort. First, the influx of 

cash associated with such efforts into an unstable marketplace creates an unsustainable 

revenue sources and an imbalance in the media industry. Outlets producing quality 

independent journalism may be drawn to the vast sums of money on the table provided 

by the security community. Second, such outward COIN efforts can place Afghans at risk 

of violence. Outlets broadcasting overt anti-Taliban messaging risk reprisal attacks 

against its employees. Third, the media industry as a whole faces a challenge of public 

trust when it becomes known that the military, including international security forces, are 

coopting local media. This sentiment was voiced by Sanjar Sohail, the publisher of a 

daily newspaper in Kabul, who stated in a 2012 interview, “We are trying to give people 

the truth but they think we are lying, because of all the propaganda. What we need is a 

more responsible media” (Cary, 2012, p. 35).  
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“Indicator 3: Media as a platform for democratic discourse: the media, within a prevailing 

climate of self-regulation and respect for the journalistic profession, reflects and 

represents the diversity of views and interests in a society, including those of 

marginalized groups. There is a high level of information and media literacy (UNESCO, 

2008).”  

 The contribution of media to the democratic discourse and overall 

democratization of Afghanistan is at the core of the media assistance mission in 

Afghanistan, and thus far appears to be a marginal success. The sheer increase in the 

amount of voices reflected in the media, as evidenced by the substantial growth in outlets 

over the past 15 years, has significantly increased the amount of information at the 

public’s disposal. 

 The Asia Foundation provides the most comprehensive survey of public opinion 

in Afghanistan and provides some helpful context. One of the primary challenges in 

analyzing the survey data however is the inability to infer any form of causal relationship. 

For example, as the survey states, “Afghans who report using television and radio for 

obtaining news and information are significantly more likely to report having voted in the 

first round of presidential elections than those who do not use television and radio.” This 

however does not mean that the inclusion of television motivated an otherwise non-

voting individual to go to the polls. Instead, we are left with trends in public opinion that 

provide context for how we assess the state of Afghan media. Television, outlawed by the 

Taliban, is unsurprisingly associated with more liberal cultural views including on 

women’s attire and marriage.  
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 Within the industry itself, there are efforts to ensure journalists represent the 

diversity of the Afghan population. The inclusion of women in journalism has also been a 

priority for many within the NGO and development community. It is estimated that 

women account for about one in six journalists in Afghanistan, which while still well 

below an even distribution, is noteworthy nonetheless (Mujeeb, personal communication, 

2016). The continued intentionality of training more women to be involved in the media 

will only strengthen the democratic and societal discourse necessary for a free and 

independent press. Media training organizations like Nai have also made efforts to train 

journalists in rural and more distant provinces away from Kabul.  

 

“Indicator 4: Professional capacity building and supporting institutions that underpins 

freedom of expression, pluralism and diversity: media workers have access to 

professional training and development, both vocational and academic, at all stages of 

their career, and the media sector as a whole is both monitored and supported by 

professional associations and civil society organizations (UNESCO, 2008).” 

 The professional development of Afghan media essentially began again in 2001 

after the state-imposed media blackout. Thus, considerable investments have been made 

by the international community to build and support journalists and the media sector. 

USAID in particular has focused much of their attention on activities related to 

professional capacity building of local media. USAID’s efforts in Afghanistan have been 

a much-needed constant presence since 2001. More recently, the Afghan Media 

Development and Empowerment Project (AMDEP), a $21 million multi-year project 

funded by USAID and executed by Internews, has sought to build the capacity of local 
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media through technical support, equipment upgrades, trainings and business 

development (USAID, 2013). 

Domestic efforts by the state and civil society have also contributed to the 

professionalization and organization of media workers. Professional and academic 

training opportunities still remain however a considerable source of need for Afghan 

media in 2016 and beyond.  

 Civil society organizations, supported by the international community, have 

provided a key source of training for journalists and media professionals. Nai Media 

Institute was established in 2005 to train and provide professional development 

opportunities for journalists. The organization has trained more than 4,000 journalists 

since 2004. The institute offers courses ranging from one week to two years in length, the 

latter of which presents a diploma to graduates. Short courses are offered in journalism 

essentials, radio journalism, video journalism, radio production and investigative 

journalism. Nai also supports an alumni network for journalists that extend to Jalabad, 

Mazar-i-Sharif, Herat and Kandahar. Nai was established by funding and support 

provided by Internews and continues to receive the majority of its funding through 

USAID. Managing Director Abdul Mujeeb Khalvatgar, interviewed for this study, says 

the organization’s financial sustainability remains a primary concern. 

 The state has also taken an active role in training journalists and communications 

professionals through the GMIC network. As will be discussed in the second case, the 

centers’ department of training and capacity building is responsible for the coordination 

of trainings and continued learning opportunities.  Class sizes for trainings however 

routinely range from five to fifteen individuals, according to reports provided by the 



	
  
	
  

40	
  

GMIC. The impact of the GMIC trainings is there for difficult to gauge within the media 

assistance effort. 

 The Afghanistan National Journalists’ Union (ANJU) has struggled to adequately 

support and organize media workers since its reestablishment in 2001. Created in 1981, 

the union originally sought to provide a networking resource for media professionals who 

continued to work in Afghanistan despite the increasing limitations imposed by the state. 

The intervention of foreign forces in 2001 brought new life the union, but inter-

organizational dynamics negatively contributed to the union’s ability to adequately 

represent journalists in Afghanistan. Furthermore, the union is entirely self-funded 

through member dues, which may not be sustainable in an industry as turbulent as the 

media sector. A group of 47 radio stations established with funding from USAID by 

Internews have established a content- and revenue-sharing network as well titled Salam 

Watander, meaning ‘Good Morning Countrymen” (Cary, 2015). This model, while not 

widespread, represents a business model built to withstand the economic pressures of the 

still-volatile marketplace in Afghanistan and could be a solution for other outlets. 

 Journalists are still finding ways to exercise their power as a body. They have 

even gone so far as to organize a media boycott of the Taliban following an attack. Sardar 

Ahmad of Agence France-Presse was shot and killed by Taliban gunmen at a celebration 

of the Persian New Year in 2014. His death spurred a group self-identified as “the 

gathering of Afghan journalists” to organize a 15-day blackout of the Taliban from 

appearing in media coverage. While not universal across Afghan media, the ban was 

reportedly widely supported. Foreign news agencies including the Associated Press, The 

New York Times and The Wall Street Journal however did not participate in the boycott. 
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The decision on the part of the foreign press outlets to not take part raises several 

interesting questions related to the ethics of objectivity and journalism, but will not be 

explored here. 

 Media monitoring remain an key attribute of the industry, despite the 

shortcomings of the MVIC. The development community including USAID has invested 

millions of dollars into media assistance efforts are thus obligated to maintain a close 

watch on the state of Afghan media. NGOs and civil society organizations have also 

produced a plethora of content on the state of Afghan media, its shortcomings and its 

challenges. As previously stated however, the state continues to fall short in its obligation 

to support a free and independent press as its media monitoring council, the MVIC, was 

routinely used as a bully of the media rather than a watchdog. 

 

“Indicator 5: Infrastructural capacity is sufficient to support independent and pluralistic 

media: the media sector is characterized by high or rising levels of public access, 

including among marginalized groups, and efficient use of technology to gather and 

distribute news and information, appropriate to the local context (UNESCO, 2008).” 

 The press’ ability to reach an increasingly diverse and comprehensive Afghan 

audience is directly tied to the state’s and development community’s continued 

investment in the information and communications technology (ICT) sector. The 

Ministry of Communications & IT (MCIT) has invested more than $2 billion since 2002 

toward its vision of transforming Afghanistan into an information society. As of 

September 2015, 89 percent of the Afghan population is covered by MCIT services. 
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 The Asia Foundation’s 2015 survey of yields important insights on the growth of 

ICT in Afghanistan. The survey reveals an increase in television ownership from 37% in 

2007 to 62% in 2015. Furthermore, in 2001 only 20,000 telephones were in use. By 2015 

however 82% of respondents to the survey reported owning a mobile phone. Atlai 

Consulting, a development company operating in Afghanistan, found similar results in 

their 2013 survey as well (Altai Consulting, July 2014). 

 This explosion of the mobile phone market has also brought increased access to 

the Internet. Internet access and usage has experienced tremendous growth in recent 

years, doubling from one million users in 2011 to two million users in 2012, and steadily 

increasing by several hundred thousand users per year since then. Fueling this growth has 

been the steadily decreasing price of Internet access. The price of 1Mb per month has 

fallen from $3,500 in 2008 to $35 in 2014. These price drops have reflected a change in 

the Internet marketplace from primarily business-to-business to business-to-consumer. 

The introduction of 3G services in 2013 has accelerated Afghans ability to access 

information quickly and cheaply. About one-fifth of the population in 2015 reports 

having access in their household to the Internet, at least half of which is result of 3G 

services on mobile devices (Altai Consulting 2014). Continued ICT development coupled 

with an evolving marketplace suggest Internet usage will grow in years ahead. 

 ICT development of the past fifteen years are also increasingly reflected in how 

Afghans report getting their news.  
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Figure 5. Sources of Obtaining News in Afghanistan, 2015   

 

Source: Afghanistan in 2015: A Survey of the Afghan People, The Asia Foundation 

 

 As reflected in Figure 5, radio remains the most common medium for Afghans to 

obtain news and information, followed by TV, mobile phones, the Mosque, community 

shuras, and the Internet. While the Asia Foundation’s survey is comprehensive, more 

focused data on media consumption habits are needed. For example, while radio the 

primary medium for Afghans to access news, is it the preferred medium, or merely a 

legacy of the pre-2001 ICT dormancy? The sharp increase in TV and Internet usage when 

taken alongside the relative plateau of radio consumption suggests the latter, but more 

information is needed. How Afghans access the news will also have increasing effect on 

how journalists prepare and distribute the news, as seen elsewhere around the world. 

 ICT development appears to be a priority of the Afghan government in coming 

years. The MCIT’s goals over the next three years include: to deliver telecom and IT 
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services into more remote areas of the country; to supply high speed internet to the 

people of Afghanistan; to design, implement and deploy a technical platform in support 

of the National Identify Card project; to expand the fiber optic network in the country, to 

replace existing analogue TV broadcasting systems with digital systems and tighten 

regulations for broadcasting companies; and to enhance the capacity of the government’s 

IT infrastructure.  

 

Conclusion 

 The Afghan media sector has evolved over the past 15 years from a single state-

run outlet to a robust industry and vital watchdog of the government. This growth has 

been rooted in the press freedoms guaranteed by the constitution and subsequent media 

laws passed since 2001. The current outlay of media in Afghanistan is to a great degree 

representative of the population as well, and the plurality of outlets available to Afghans 

continues to span beyond radio to television, print and digital outlets as media literacy 

and ICT infrastructure develops. The long-term success of the press sector however is 

still in question. Economic and security concerns persist, posing potentially dire 

consequences. A funding model reliant upon international donors has left media outlets at 

risk as well, while attacks from the state, insurgency and security forces, among others, 

limits the ability of the press to operate without fear of violence.  

 Furthermore, the media sector’s growth was the result of an unprecedented media 

assistance mission conducted on behalf of international development and security 

communities alongside the Afghan state. The development community’s investment, and 

in particular USAID, has provided a steady base support for the Afghan media, but also 
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been subject to unique challenges from the security community and plethora of 

international actors operating without a cohesive vision. The US military in particular, 

supported by record budgets for IO, has been an active participant in the new media 

environment. In this role, the security community has actively combatted the Taliban, but 

has also put local actors at risk.  

 This media assistance mission ultimately delivered its intended outcome – the 

development of a free and sizeable, if threatened, press sector acting in support of 

democracy and governance objectives. The press, already among the most trusted public 

institutions in Afghanistan, could therefore serve as an independent medium through 

which the state could interact with the public and thereby gain credibility. Doing so 

would in theory, inversely impact the Taliban’s viability as a legitimate alternative to the 

state. The state thus needed a comprehensive and coordinated strategic communications 

vehicle to deliver its narrative to the press.  

 

 

2. The Government And Media Information Center 

The research reveals the GMIC as a living experiment in strategic 

communications. Interviews with individuals on both sides of the press-state system 

provide unique insights into the history of the program, and the differing opinions on the 

efficacy of the information centers in fulfilling its mission. The GMIC network has 

enhanced the strategic communications efforts of GoA and provided another resource for 

the state in the fight against the Taliban. Yet, expansion of the GMIC network beyond 

Kabul has proven a significant challenge. Furthermore, the information centers have 
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provided mixed results for journalists in providing a safe haven but producing limited 

efficiencies and capacity building opportunities.  

 

2.1 History 

The GMIC was established to fill the void created by a suddenly expansive open 

media environment. The government did not keep pace with their counterparts in the 

press throughout the early years of the post-Taliban era, which created a gulf between the 

Afghan government (including between individual ministries), the media, and the public. 

This gulf exposed systematic weaknesses in the government’s strategic communications 

efforts, including a lack of internal coordination, public trust and professionalization.  

Compounding the issue for the state was the competition within international 

community for media attention. Government officials were competing with not just the 

Taliban, but also other actors including spokesmen and women representing government 

ministries, foreign militaries and states, international NGOs and diplomatic institutions. 

Even if the government wished to present itself as the leading authority within the 

borders of Afghanistan, the opportunities to reach the public with coherent, unified and 

unobstructed messaging were limited.  

This lack of coordinated and trusted messaging risked delegitimizing the 

government and ceding the battle for control of the narrative to the Taliban. As the 

security situation destabilized between 2004 and 2006, so too did the communications 

environment for the state. By 2007, it was apparent to government officials that 

additional steps needed to be taken to fill this new communications space with credible 

Afghan voices from the government. Relying on foreign, and most often Western voices, 



	
  
	
  

47	
  

to address key security, economic and development concerns risked only further sowing 

doubts about the ability the state to govern as a sovereign state and respond to the 

challenges facing the country. If the government was able to share credible, positive 

stories, the assumption went, then the Taliban would be left without foundation on which 

to build and spread misinformation.  

The state’s answer was the establishment of a Government Media and 

Information Center to be based in Kabul. Announced in a decree by President Hamid 

Karzai in 2007, the GMIC spent the next several years growing to full capacity. 

According to Hakim Asher, former managing director of the GMIC, much of 2008 was 

spent building the physical space for the center, which came to be located opposite the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Presidential Palace in downtown Kabul (Personal 

communication, February 20, 2016). Funding was initially provided by the Asia 

Foundation, which itself received investments from US, UK, and other development 

agencies. Over the next three years, the funding model shifting to more direct support 

from USAID, CIDA and others (H. Asher, personal communication, February 20, 2016).  

According to Asher, a provincial buildup structure soon followed. The Kandahar 

Media and Information Center (KMIC) was the first regional office established. 

Nangarhar Province was to open soon after, followed by Herat, Mazar-i-Sharif and 

Helmand. The projected model sought to fund the regional MICs through the Governor’s 

office in each province, while the national GMIC in Kabul, which was by then operating 

with 142 staff, would provide the technical support needed to grow and sustain as the 

provincial voice of the government (H. Asher, personal communication, February 20, 

2016). This model however never fully came to fruition. 
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The implementation of population-centric COIN operations in Afghanistan 

beginning in 2009 coincided with an increase in night raids, a controversial 

counterterrorism tactic popular among US special operations, but greatly resented by 

Afghans. The release of a report critical of night raids by GoA in late 2011 prompted 

President Karzai to announce that Afghanistan would not sign a bilateral agreement on 

the table at the time with the United States unless the raids were stopped (Londono, 

2011). The US Embassy in Kabul in response to Karzai’s public admonition came just 

three days later when it announced that all funding and US personnel would be pulled 

from the GMIC program 

The pullout was without notice, according to Sefatullah Sahaf Safi, deputy 

director of the GMIC, but warning signs existed on both sides of the US-Afghan 

relationship (Londono, 2011). For US officials, concerns over the management of 

recourses, including the allocation of USAID funding for staff salaries, had reached a 

tipping point (“U.S. report finds abuses,” 2010). For Afghan officials, a power struggle 

“between presidential aides who are close to the United States and those who are working 

against the goals of the international community” belied an intra-government tension that 

has perpetually challenged the state-building process. 

The Afghan government was forced to refund money granted by donor agencies 

from the GMIC account. The pullout of US funding and support had devastating 

consequences on the GMIC network. The provincial model has progressed but without 

the desired cohesion. The GMIC in Kabul continues to serve at the center of the network, 

but the center’s capacity to support strategic communications efforts are much more 

limited.   
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2.2 GMIC Structure and Mission 

According to the center’s website, the GMIC is organized into two pillars: 

programs and administration. The program pillar is comprised of training and capacity 

building, media and public relations, media monitoring, the news desk, a government 

analysis panel (GAP), and public outreach. Administration consists of human resources 

and logistics, IT, and security, serving primarily a support role to the program side of the 

organization. At the helm of the organization is one executive director, supported by 

deputies for each pillar. The intent however was not to reorient the strategic 

communications outputs of the state through a formal institutions, but through process (F. 

Ladhani, personal communication, February 18, 2016).  

The center’s official mission statement, as stated on the English language version 

of their website, is: 

 

To build trust amongst Afghan publics and other stakeholders through 

provision of timely and accurate information, continuous and consistent 

information dissemination, facilitation of coordination and information 

sharing amongst acting agencies in the Afghan government, independent 

media, and capacity building for Government’s information and 

communication portals (Government Media & Information Center, 2016). 

 

One former official described the mission more succinctly as the coordination of 

government messaging, increasing the media’s access to government officials, and 



	
  
	
  

50	
  

building the capacity of journalists and communications professionals on both sides of 

the press-state divide (H. Asher, personal communication, February 20, 2016). It is these 

three objectives that this study relies on to assess the success, or lack thereof, of the 

GMIC in advancing the state’s strategic communications efforts, and in doing so, 

combating the Taliban narrative. 

 

2.2.1 Coordination 

Increasing the coordination of government messaging was regarded as the most 

immediate need for the GMIC to address, according to Hakim Asher: 

 

We saw that there was a lack of coordination between different media and 

communications sections within the government – there was no unified 

message or voice to communicate our narrative. So, we were searching for 

a way to synchronize our messages in order to speak with the media with 

one voice. The purpose of the GMIC was to create a space where we 

[government spokespersons and press officials] could come together and 

coordinate messages. 

 

This coordination would allow the state to present a single narrative to the Afghan public 

on a particular situation or policy position. For example, prior to the GMIC, according to 

Asher, the Ministry of Interior, which oversees Afghan National Police, and the Ministry 

of Defense, which oversees the Afghan National Security Forces, would often present 

inconsistent stories, data and timelines on a single security incident. Even within a 
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particular ministry, he continued, there would often be conflicting statements provided by 

officials to the press.  

 The GMIC thus sought to increase coordination horizontally across ministries and 

vertically from the national government to the province to the district level. Afghan 

officials and media development advisors introduced a surge of process into the fractured 

communications bureaucracy. The process according to Farhaan Ladhani, former head of 

section for strategic communications in Kandahar, was “a bit revolutionary in many 

ways. Getting this structure in place enabled people to talk to one another about 

substantive issues and engender greater coherence (F. Ladhani).” This coherence, he 

continued, was enabled “in a place where coherence was necessary (F. Ladhani).”  

 The three primary departments responsible for executing on this objective were 

GAP, Media Monitoring and News Desk. The GAP was comprised of a select group of 

senior advisors who were responsible for creating and managing key messaging. This 

messaging would then be passed along to the Palace of the President for final approval 

before being distributed to relevant communications departments. The processes set up to 

support the distribution of key messaging included: a set of message guidance distributed 

once per week; rolling talking points addressing a range of issues; media briefings in 

response to specific media requests; and social media (H. Asher, personal 

communication, February 20, 2016). Morning and afternoon daily news bulletins were 

also prepared by the department of media monitoring and shared with the Palace of the 

President and other ministry officials. 

 Information was fed into the system in part by coordination with officials in each 

of the 34 provinces, which in itself was a point of celebration among GMIC officials (H. 
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Asher, personal communication, February 20, 2016). Never before had all Afghan 

provinces been so closely linked and supported by an increasingly sophisticated ICT 

network. The News Desk sat at the center of this network, collecting information and 

disseminating credible messaging to the public. The News Desk was also linked in with 

NATO-ISAF ensuring security-related crisis could be dealt with swiftly and accurately.  

Not all agree with this positive assessment however. One journalist interviewed, 

who has since transitioned to a diplomatic position and wished to remain anonymous, 

questioned whether government messaging has grown any less chaotic since establishing 

the GMIC network, but offered no direct examples of this lack of coordination (Personal 

communication, March 4, 2016). Furthermore, the early emphasis placed on rallying 

around infrastructure and process, while essential in a modern and western strategic 

communications environment, was at odds with local practice. One western official 

described his time spent at the KMIC as waging a “culture war,” pushing a western 

agenda on an Afghan population with varying levels of endorsement (L. Robinson, 

personal communication, February 16, 2016). 

 

2.2.2 Increased Access to the Government 

 Once government messaging was aligned, officials felt more comfortable opening 

up ministry leaders and government spokespersons to greater media scrutiny. Increased 

access to the government was a seen as an essential next step in the state-building 

process. The departments responsible for this effort were Media and Public Relations and 

the Department of Public Outreach. Media and Public Relations coordinated interviews 

for government officials and other spokespersons and were responsible for building 
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relationships between press and state. Public Outreach was responsible for external facing 

channels including the website and social media as well operating a studio and 

production facility and creating media campaigns. The studio developed TV spots and 

advertisements for other government ministries. 

 The underlying impetus for this effort was the assumption that credible, positive 

news from the government would delegitimize Taliban propaganda, and further minimize 

the insurgency in the minds and motivations of the public. The Taliban’s propaganda and 

communications efforts continued to challenge and complicate the GoA, ISAF and 

NATO messaging. The Taliban publishes content in print and digital form in Pashtu, 

Arabic, Urdu, Farsi and English, reaching a diverse and international audience. They 

have also embraced social media in a desire to reach younger audiences. The GoA thus 

felt compelled to take a proactive approach to contesting the Taliban in the media.  

 An example, as documented by NATO, of this contest came in March of 2013 in 

disputing the cause of the crash of an ISAF helicopter in Kandahar Province (NATO, 

2013). The KMIC tweeted the following on the morning of March 11th: An ISAF Black-

Hawk has went down due to rain storm in Daman District, Kandahar last night. 5 ISAF 

troops are killed in the incident (@KandaharMedia, 2013).  

 The tweet preempted a post on one of the Taliban’s digital outlets, shahamat-

english.com, on March 12, which claimed the helicopter crashed due to Taliban-fired 

rockets:  

 

A U.S military helicopter has been shot down by Mujahedeen of Islamic 

Emirate with rock fire, according to official reporting from Kandahar 
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province. The shootdown occurred in Daman district as the enemy 

helicopter was flying low overhead toward Kandahar airbase, causing 

complete destruction of the chopper after it violently crashed in 

Marhwanda Manda area, killing all the invaders aboard however the 

exact figures could not be determinedi. (Ahmadi, 2013) 

 

The GMIC not only facilitated unified messaging, but also allowed for the amplification 

of its voice to the Afghan public. This example is emblematic of the state’s strategic 

communications effort to be first, as explained by Farhaan Ladhani. 

 “We wanted to be first to the truth, first out with the message and reinforce that 

message again and again. This could only come with great distribution and when process 

is in place and able to counter the [insurgency’s] message (Personal communication, 

February 18, 2016).” Responses from both journalists interviewed however again casted 

doubts on the reach and efficacy of the GMIC. One journalist described the typical 

process he took during his time spent in Kandahar in 2009 and 2010 to get the official 

position on a situation: 

 

 “When something happens, you would call Ahmed Wali Karzai, because 

he’s the most important guy in town, then the governor, because he 

represents the government, and if needed, you would then call the 

ministries of health, interior, whatever was relevant to the situation 

(Anonymous, personal communication, March 4, 2016).  
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 Access to government officials, according to the same journalist, was not 

necessarily limited prior to the establishment of the center in Kandahar either. Journalists 

would often call the governor’s public affairs officer (PAO) directly to gain get a quote or 

background on a story. For visiting journalists without prior access to the PAO, an extra 

step was required in hiring a member of the local press corps for an introduction to the 

PAO. A second Kabul-based journalist described the same process in present day. When 

in need of a quote, he reaches out directly to the government official’s PAO, rather than 

coordinating through the GMIC or waiting for a press conference to take place.  

 

2.2.3 Capacity Building 

 The third primary objective of the GMIC was twofold: to increase the strategic 

communications’ capacity of the government, from the Palace of the President down to 

district level officials, and to train and support an independent press. A lack of 

professionalism existed on both sides of the press-state system. Early on, many 

journalists transitioned to the field without prior experience or training. The GMIC was 

mandated from the start to help increase the quantity and quality of Afghan journalists. 

As previously explored, the GMIC was not alone in this effort. The media assistances 

missions of various organizations funneled money, resources and training opportunities 

in the years following the ouster of the Taliban to support the growing media 

environment. The government however still had an active role to play in supporting a 

new generation of Afghan journalism.   

 Leading this effort within the GMIC was the Department of Capacity Building 

and Training. Capacity building took two primary forms, a personal one-on-one advising 
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role for key officials, and a larger instructional and training role for groups. 

Individualized training was primarily sought for key government officials, in particular 

provincial governor PAO’s. In Kandahar for example, the KMIC facilitated a mentorship 

and advisory role between the governor’s PAO and communications advisor attached to 

the Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT). The PRT was a joint military and diplomatic 

advisory team that supported reconstruction efforts in the region and the empowerment of 

local officials. Public affairs represented a function in need of a steep learning curve, 

according to Lucas Robinson, who served in this advisory role with the PRT. He 

described instances in which he directly provided the messaging for the PAO to share 

with the media (L. Robinson, personal communication, February 18, 2016). According to 

both Robinson and Farhaan Ladhani, who also served in this advisory role, the ability of 

the PAO however to independently operate without their support grew tremendously 

between 2008 and 2010, coinciding with the establishment of the KMIC.  

 In the form of trainings, the GMIC invited government communications 

professionals and journalists to take part in specialized courses. In 2012, trainings 

included a four-week video education course, a ten-day press release and writing course, 

a two-part course on coordinating press conference, and a five-day course for journalists 

from Logar Province. One of the more notable achievements of the GMIC was the launch 

of an internship program for journalism and social science graduates. The one-year 

program, launched in 2011, was organized in two phases. Phase-one tasked interns with 

practical training at the GMIC during the first four months. Phase-two consisted of a 

rotation between government ministries’ communications offices for the remaining eight 
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months. The GMIC reports that “most” of the interns were hired at the completion of the 

program (Government Media & Information Center, 2012).  

 Additional efforts were made to engage younger generations of Afghans. A 

project coordinated by the KMIC in 2009 distributed cameras youth in the area (L. 

Robinson, personal communications, February 18, 2016). The resulting photos were then 

compiled into a photo book and shared externally. Projects like this at the time, according 

to Robinson, were coordinated by individual staff and lacked the infrastructural support 

to compose pre and post-activity assessments to measure their effectiveness.  

 

2.3 Conclusion 

 The GMIC network represents the most significant effort by the government to 

counter the Taliban’s narrative through strategic communications. Capitalizing upon the 

new media environment, the state sought to increase the legitimacy of the state by 

establishing a coordinated and more direct approach to interacting with the press, while 

increasing the capacity of communications professionals on both sides of the press-state 

system. Established in 2008, the GMIC network quickly grew beyond its headquarters in 

Kabul to include a provincial center in Kandahar with plans for expansion in Herat, 

Nangarhar, Mazar-i-Sharif and Helmand. The GMIC network in theory however failed to 

actualize into reality.  

 The GMIC struggled to overcome internal challenges however including 

potentially dubious allocations of resources and, more crippling, a central disagreement 

on its true purpose. Actors within the GMIC network from the both the government and 

international community have struggled to define the GMIC’s proper place within the 
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state and its fight against the Taliban. Established, in theory, to serve as the lead public 

affairs office within the state, the GMIC has consistently faced pressure to leverage its 

resources to serve more propaganda-style messaging to the public. This tension has 

weakened the GMIC’s ability to deliver the state’s message to a skeptical public. The 

elimination of funding for the GMIC from the US in late 2011 only further stalled the 

network’s expansion and limited its ability to advance its mission to a significant degree 

beyond the capital. The GMIC in Kabul today continues to serve as an important bridge 

between the state, press and Afghan people by facilitating press conferences and media 

opportunities with government officials, and offering professional development and 

trainings. The GMIC network that has emerged in recent years however has done so to 

limited effect without the coordination and scaled processes initially intended.  
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Conclusion 
 

 The Taliban’s persistent contestation of the state’s authority has extended beyond 

the physical battle space and into the airwaves and broadsheets of Afghan media. The 

media assistance effort, and the resulting production of an open media environment, has 

thus created a new battlefield between the state, international community and the 

insurgency.  

 The international community, led by the United States Government, prioritized 

the establishment of a free and independent press in Afghanistan, recognizing it as an 

essential component of the democratic nation-building process. Hakim Asher, former 

managing director of the GMIC, summarized this media assistance effort as a “successful 

intervention with an uncertain future.” The effort has been unique in both cost and scale 

and provides several considerations for future media assistance efforts.  

 First, the challenges facing Afghan media today related to sustainability are not 

dissimilar from the rest of the reconstruction and rebuilding effort. The press does not 

operate in a silo, and is susceptible to the same pressures as other industries. The outsized 

investment in media assistance should therefore be on par with similar investments across 

the marketplace. Furthermore, the history of interventions does not suggest that 

reconstruction and rebuilding of a state, especially one as drastically reduced as 

Afghanistan’s, can be achieved quickly. Afghanistan today faces tremendous economic 

and security-related pressures caused or exacerbated by the persistent threat of insurgent 

violence, coercion and instability. The media assistance community must be invested in 

the development of local media for the long-term. 
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 Second, the state’s reluctant embrace of a free and independent press combined 

with continued hostility and violence by the direction of government officials suggests 

the need to consider conditional support for media assistance. Conditions can be an 

important tool in the development process. A road built using funds provided by USAID 

for example, benefits all who use it. Whether it is a farmer on his way to sell produce in a 

market, or an insurgent on his way to planting a bomb in the same market, the benefits of 

development are often unconditional in their employment. The same is true of most 

media assistance efforts. The media landscape today is a direct result of the funding and 

resources provided by USAID, CIDA and others.   

 Third, the GMIC in theory and in practice produced markedly different results. 

The GMIC’s ability to execute on its stated mission has confronted numerous challenges 

including an internal tension between actors friendly and hostile to the international 

community. Furthermore, despite considerable gains in coordinating messaging, building 

credibility with the Afghan public, and increasing the capacity of communications 

professionals and journalists, the GMIC network still faces one primary challenge 

inherent in strategic communications: perfect messaging cannot replace imperfect policy. 

Government corruption, abuse, inefficiencies and wasteful spending all threaten the 

state’s ability to garner the trust of the Afghan public. The GMIC at full capacity would 

be able to help mitigate the impact of corruption and abuse within the state. At its current 

abilities however, and with such widespread international media scrutiny, the state’s 

flaws are largely exposed to the public. 

 Fourth, in situations of ongoing conflict, the state must account for the 

contestation of the new media environment. The state’s effort to establish the GMIC 
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network has not been without reciprocation by the Taliban, a marked evolution of the 

Taliban’s relationship with the media. One journalist interviewed described a similar 

effort by the Taliban to establish a media center based in Quetta, the capital city of 

Baluchistan Province in Pakistan (Anonymous, personal communication, March 4, 2016). 

Quetta lies just across the border from Afghanistan’s Kandahar Province, and has long 

been a safe haven for the Afghan Taliban. According to the journalist, a well-trusted 

source in Quetta described a facility in 2013 that served as a hub for Taliban media and 

propaganda efforts (Personal communication, March 4, 2016). This facility served a 

similar capacity building role and provided a safe haven where users could access 

computers produce content. Media reports from Quetta describe a similar facility in 2015 

(Miahkel and Siddique, 2015). It is essential that the state can counter such efforts swiftly 

and effectively rather than allowing the insurgency to continue to foster support through 

such broad media efforts. Efforts like the GMIC to enhance coordination and enable the 

state to get ahead of an insurgency’s messaging efforts can engender greater trust and 

credibility from the public.  

 

Considerations for Future Research 

 More research is needed on media assistance at the intersection of the security-

development nexus for three primary reasons. First, the media assistance mission in 

Afghanistan asks when the appropriate time is to commit development resources in a 

conflict environment. The media assistance mission in Afghanistan began just months 

after the military intervention began, with significant military and counterterrorism 

operations continuing to take place throughout the country. In Bosnia for example, media 
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assistance began in earnest only after peace was established following the Dayton 

Accords (Ahmetasevic, 2012). The dual effort to nation build while still attempting to 

establish security within the state presents unique challenges for the development 

community actors responsible for media assistance. In the eyes of the local population for 

example, the development and security work can be easily blurred. Development actors 

are not only at greater personal risk but also may become reliant upon the safeguarding 

provided by the military and security forces. The nuance of who-is-who is thus easily 

lost. 

 Second, how does the media assistance community guard against western bias? 

The inherent political nature of media development stems from a neoliberal ideology and 

belief in the freedom of expression. In deeply religious societies like Afghanistan, the 

media assistance effort has struggled at the regulatory level to support freedom of 

expression when it comes at the expense of particular Islamic values and norms. One of 

the primary critiques of the UNESCO Media Development Indicators for example is that 

it fails to incorporate traditional systems at the local level that may be at odds with the 

western, neoliberal perspective of the framework (Myers, Dietz and Frere, 2014).  In 

assessing the state of Afghan media through a western framework, we risk failing to 

account for alternative methods and practices.  

 Third, how does the media, and especially a still-developing media sector, build 

and maintain independence and impartiality when the state is threated by an insurgency 

and security becomes the primary objective of the state? This question poses potentially 

the most significant challenge for media assistance actors as it presents an ethical and 

logistical quandary. The proliferation of conflict at the sub-state level blurs the distinction 
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between security and development, and as evidenced in Afghanistan, casts the media as a 

potential resource in the counterinsurgency effort. In doing so, the press risks losing its 

place as the Fourth Estate and the ability to hold the state accountable for its actions. The 

protest of journalists against the Taliban, as cited in section one of the results, while 

noble, presents a moral dilemma. The news blackout limits the Taliban’s influence 

through the press, but also artificially enhances the visibility of the state. Where then is 

the boundary between impartiality and the defense of freedom of expression? What role 

should the press have in defending the state, especially when the existence of the state 

safeguards, with caveats, the future of the press? These questions will continue to 

challenge journalists and media assistance practitioners in Afghanistan and beyond in the 

years ahead.   
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