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New beginnings

This year we celebrate 100 years of Afghan independence. It is a moment to reflect on the
past, but also to look ahead — to the conclusion of the presidential elections, and hopefully
soon to a formal peace process that can end more than four decades of conflict.

A century ago, the Treaty of Rawalpindi ended what Afghans call the ‘War of Independence’.
It was signed on the 8" of August 1919 between the United Kingdom and Afghanistan. This
was the end of a war, and the start of something new — a story that became familiar. Since
then, the tragic cycle of conflict, hope and new beginnings has repeated many times.

Today, everywhere you go in Afghanistan, there is hope. That is remarkable. It shows Afghans
are truly among the most positive and resilient people in the world. Despite all the challenges,
there is a widespread belief that this time, new beginnings can endure.

Hope prevails

Though the dark cloud of conflict still casts a shadow, hope is in the hearts of a new generation
of young Afghans. There are adults now who were not even born on September 11, 2001.
They want no part in conflict. They see that they can have a better future — and they deserve
it. Hope is in the hearts of the women who are standing up for their rights — women such as
Farahnaz Forotan, who started the recent campaign #MyRedLine, which encouraged Afghan
women to speak out about the freedoms they are not willing to give up.2

Hope can be found in the Afghan national cricket team, who recently set a world record — a
12th consecutive win in the Twenty20 International (T20I) format. It is just ten years since the
very first time the Afghan cricket team won an international first-class match — that happened
to be against my home country, the Netherlands. Afghanistan beat the Dutch team again in
2012, and 2015, and 2016 — twice. On their last visit to the Netherlands, the match was in
Voorburg, close to The Hague. It was supposed to last for four days. The Afghan team only
needed two to win. This is the type of contest and rivalry that we like to see, although it would
be nice if the Afghan team would let us win from time to time.

Many in the Netherlands have no clue about cricket. But we know about cycling. The Afghan
Women’s Cycling Team is inspiring the world. In July this year, Ambassador Ernst Noorman
went cycling with them in Bamyan province. You can hear about it in an Embassy video blog,
or vlog, he recorded live from the bike and posted on Twitter and Facebook.® This also shows,
by the way, how public diplomacy channels are evolving.*

Then there’s football. In 2013 the Afghan men’s team won the South Asian Football Federation
Championship. | live in Spain, and my Afghan friends know more about La Liga than | do.

These sporting examples are very far from trivial. Sport can be part of the gradual process of
social change, especially when linked with education. Look at the Skateistan skateboarding
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school, supported over the years by the Dutch Embassy. It was tragically attacked in 2012,
and four young Afghans died.®> At moments like those, resilience is needed for hope to prevail.
The school is still open, and skateboarding is soon to become an Olympic sport.

Beyond sports and culture, there is hope in the parliamentary and presidential elections of the
last two years. There have been challenges. But they show that Afghanistan is slowly but
surely continuing its journey on the road of democracy and sustainable development.

The meaning of 100 years friendship

A hundred years of Afghan independence also marks 100 years of the relationship between
Afghanistan and the Netherlands — though it took much longer, until 1965, before our countries
entered official diplomatic relations.®

There are so many sides to this relationship, it is impossible to cover them all. | will touch on
four. First, the early years of the bilateral diplomatic relationship. Second, how Afghanistan
has been analysed in Dutch foreign affairs; here I'll draw especially on the archives of the
Internationale Spectator (now the Clingendael Spectator). Third, Afghans in the Netherlands.
And fourth, what the future holds.

I will write mostly from the Dutch perspective. | hope one of our Afghan colleagues and friends
present at the Afghan Dutch Conference is inspired to write an article about the Afghan
perspective on the history of friendship and solidarity between our countries.

1. The early years of the bilateral diplomatic relationship

In the National Archive’ in The Hague, there is a rich trove of material about the bilateral
diplomatic relationship — enough for several PhDs. | was able only to scratch the surface. What
struck me is that, for a large part of the century, this relationship has been a two-way street.
On the international stage, the countries frequently supported each other as equals.

The archives document, for example, exchanges between the two countries when each sought
a position on the Executive Board of the World Health Organization — the Netherlands in 1963,8
Afghanistan in 1971.° They show that in 1958, Afghanistan asked the Netherlands to lobby for
UN technical assistance for job creation programmes in Badakhshan, at that time one of the
few areas to cultivate poppies.?? In the late 1960s, Afghanistan supported the Netherlands’ re-
election to the UN’s Industrial Development Council.!! The archives document the relationship
between Afghanistan and KLM Royal Dutch Airlines between 1956 and 1960.12 They show
requests for Afghan students to participate in the Dutch Fellowship programme, to access
international courses of universities and technical colleges.*® | could go on.

Slow beginnings

It may have been a two-way street, but the development of the bilateral diplomatic relationship
was a slow process, with varied setbacks. Progress often depended on the personal
commitment of diplomats who invested time and energy in strengthening the relationship,
often even after they had moved on to new posts.*

In the early years, the Dutch knew little about Afghanistan. They saw it as an exotic country.
Dr. Philips Christiaan Visser first raised the need for a Dutch Consulate in Afghanistan when
he was Consul General of the Netherlands in Calcutta in the 1930s.*® He tried to find a Dutch
person in Afghanistan who could perform this role, but he could not. He lamented the
“complete lack of any Dutch experience with Afghanistan”.®



That was not completely true: for example, a Dutch engineer called Adrianus van Lutsenburg
Maas worked in Afghanistan in the 1920s. His employer, the German company Allgemeine
Baugesellschaft Lenz & Co, wanted to build a railroad that would have connected Kabul with
Balkh in the north, Herat in the west and Kandahar in the south.'” Visser decided to travel by
car himself from Peshawar to Kabul, in 1935. There he met a fellow Dutchman, Martin van
Gelderen, a young man representing the Dutch bank Pierson & Co.

Visser’'s impression of Kabul was that it was not very prosperous. Buildings newly built in the
1920s — when King Amanullah dreamed of modernization — were already starting to decay.'®
Visser thought the young bank representative was energetic but inexperienced, and too
optimistic about opportunities for the Dutch private sector.’® Nearly seven decades later, in
2004, the Dutch bank ING established the Afghanistan International Bank, a joint initiative of
Afghan and American investors.?° So perhaps van Gelderen was simply ahead of his time.
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evidence suggests they
caused some increase in interest about Afghanistan in the Netherlands in the 1930s.2°

That evidence does not come from the Spectator itself, because its first issue came in 1947.
But from that point on, the archives of the Spectator become an interesting indicator of how
interest in Afghanistan evolved in Dutch foreign policy circles.



In the early years (1947-1959), there is hardly any mention of Afghanistan. It appears from
time to time in a brief chronological overview of recent events, at the back of the journal — but
mostly in relation to neighbouring countries, subsumed under ‘South East Asia’ or ‘the Far
East’. The lack of focus is notable, compared to much greater attention paid to Burma, China,
India, Pakistan, Viethnam and of course Indonesia. Only occasionally is there an interesting
mention, such as in 1958 when both the Netherlands and Afghanistan became members of
the new United Nations Commission on Permanent Sovereignty over Natural Resources.

Between two worlds

In the next couple of decades, Afghanistan is mainly mentioned in the context of the Cold War.
This starts in December 1960 with the Spectator’s first detailed article on the country,
headlined Afghanistan: between two worlds.?®

The title had a double meaning. It referred to the two blocs of the Cold War. But it also
described how Afghanistan found itself torn between its conservative traditions and a “new
spirit that was blowing through Asia, a western-inspired dynamic spirit of economic renewal
and social evolution”.?” A similar theme comes up in a 1962 book review: Afghanistan, Its
People, Its Society And Its Culture. The author, Donald Wilber, describes a traditional society
that “cannot restrain itself from modern influences.”®

These observations still resonate, over half a century later. Afghanistan has now firmly entered
the realm of globalization. But there remains a stark contrast between what Thomas Friedman
once called the ‘Lexus’ and the ‘olive tree’ — in other words, the pull towards prosperity and
modernity on the one hand, and cultural identity on the other.?® Afghan society is modernizing,
but remains firmly rooted in traditional norms and values.

| discussed this in my article in 2011, describing how Afghan youth listened with equal
enthusiasm to the traditional songs of the Kandahari singer Naghma and the latest hits of the
Colombian singer Shakira. | also explained how, in Afghanistan, you often see what | call
‘delayed globalization’. | remember in 2011 seeing then-US Ambassador Ryan Crocker posing
slightly awkwardly with the Sesame Street character Grover, known as Kajkoal in the Afghan
version.*® Sesame Street was decades-old in the US, but fairly new in Afghanistan. My
favourite example came when | interviewed a young man in Kabul for a documentary. He told
he liked modern western music. | asked which bands, and he mentioned Modern Talking.
They did indeed bring a fresh new sound, but in 1983.

Dutch connection

There are other parallels between the recent and more distant past. In the early 2010s,
international newspaper headlines reported the extent of Afghanistan’s potential mineral
wealth, as discovered by the U.S. Geological Survey.’! The 1960 Spectator article also
mentions efforts to map the country’s mineral resources — helped by Dutch geologists.*

The same article provides a fascinating insight into bilateral trade in 1959. Dutch imports from
Afghanistan totalled 350,000 Dutch guilders (about 1.1 million euros in today’s prices), while
exports amounted to around 1.5 million guilders (4.8 million euro).*® The Netherlands imported
meat and meat products. Afghanistan imported dairy products, organic chemicals, medical
and pharmaceutical products, and electronic machines and appliances.®*

The composition of trade has not changed much: today, the Netherlands mostly exports dairy
and other food products to Afghanistan, and some industrial goods. It imports mostly textiles.
But the imbalance in trade has grown: according to Statistics Netherlands (CBS), last year
Afghan exports to the Netherlands totalled around 3 million euros, against 33 million euros in
the other direction.®



Keeping Afghanistan on the map

From 1979 to 1992, the Spectator published several articles about Afghanistan.*® These were
written almost exclusively by two men, Jan van Heugten and Olivier Immig, who were largely
responsible for keeping Afghanistan on the map of Dutch foreign policy analysis. | sympathize
very much with these gentlemen, as | feel | have had a similar mission in the last decade.®”

Oddly, though, their articles hardly mentioned the Netherlands or what possible role the Dutch
could play. And after 1993, mentions of Afghanistan in the Spectator again dried up — just
when the Dutch government became increasingly interested in Afghanistan. The Dutch
Minister for Development Cooperation visited Afghanistan several times in the 1990s.28 The
Netherlands become one of the main donors to Afghanistan, spending approximately 100
million euros on development aid between 1989 and 1997.%° There was particular interest in
the Netherlands in the link between development aid and the causes and effects of conflict.*°

After 2001, we see more Spectator articles and book reviews on Afghanistan and the Dutch
role — not surprisingly, given the Dutch contribution to several international military missions.**

3. Afghans in the Netherlands

Storay Ahmadi has recently finished a fascinating manuscript, talking about the various
generations of Afghans that have come to the Netherlands.*? The working title is ‘Compassion
with Afghan blood’. Storay herself came to the Netherlands in 1996 and experienced first-hand
the challenges and opportunities of what she calls “living in two cultures”. She now runs a
foundation, the Goshamadeed Foundation in the town of Nijmegen, that supports Afghan
families and refugees in the Netherlands.*?

I hope that her manuscript will be published soon, as it offers a much-needed window on the
lives and contributions of Afghans in the Netherlands. She writes about challenges like trying
to teach her children the Dari language while they “came home every day from school with
new Dutch words and sentences.” But her book is particularly refreshing because it highlights
positive stories, even in the challenging context of integration and adaptation to a new culture.
Storay describes how her own family was welcomed and supported when they arrived in a
small municipality in the province of Limburg, by the local community and the Dutch NGO
VluchtelingenWerk Nederland.

They were not alone. Storay writes: “Afghans in the Netherlands are generally well integrated
because of their high level of education and adaptability. They are spread over the entire
country and everywhere there are Afghan foundations and associations that help each other,
offer advice and support, and organize activities.”

Afghan stories

There are around 48,000 Afghans in the Netherlands,** and often their stories go unnoticed.
When the Dutch media write about Afghanistan, it is usually news about conflict, or elections.
But sometimes the experiences of Afghans in the Netherlands are brought to a wider Dutch
audience: in 2015, the newspaper De Correspondent put together a nice profile of four
Afghans, discussing their lives in the Netherlands over Afghan dinner.*

The media have also covered success stories of Afghan entrepreneurs. Nilab Yonousi started
a consultancy to connect companies and talent across borders.*® The Mido Dairy milk
processing factory got some attention when it was set up in Afghanistan by Mirwais Momand,



a young Afghan who had studied at the University of Tilburg.*” The Dutch entrepreneur Lou
Cuypers, who supported farmers growing saffron in Uruzgan, has also made the news.*®

4. A future perspective

The aftermath of the 9/11 attacks led to much more information from and about Afghanistan
in the Dutch media. For example, even BNN — a relatively new public broadcaster, targeting
teenagers and young adults — sent a reporter to Uruzgan when the Dutch were present there.*®

Since 2001 thousands more Dutch people have visited and worked in Afghanistan: soldiers,
police officers, development aid workers, technical advisors, and specialists in areas from food
security to gender equality, education and justice. Over the years, | have spoken to many
Dutch people who have served Afghanistan in one way or another. The common denominator
is very clear: they have all grown fond of the Afghan people and culture.

And their affection lasts. In 2015, for example, | met Dutch policewomen who had previously
served in the Dutch training mission in Kunduz, or in EUPOL.® They were eager to remain
connected and find new ways to support the country.

Taking the time for each other

But when Dutch people who worked in Afghanistan move on, their priorities naturally change.
How can we maintain the strong foundation of solidarity?

Storay Ahmadi writes in her book: “In Afghan culture, people say: ‘Zare adam ra adam mee
wardarad’, which means that people have a need for each other. To talk to each other and to
listen to each other, you need to make time.(...) Living together means doing things together.”
In this light, interaction between Afghan and Dutch people cannot be taken for granted. It
requires effort and an open mind on both sides.

Luckily, we have various champions in the Netherlands who incessantly support the cause of
more mutual understanding and interaction. A prime example is Ehsan Turabaz, the Honorary
Consul General in Amsterdam and Rotterdam. He is always looking for opportunities to
strengthen the links between our countries.>* Dr. Willem Vogelsang is another example, after
his 40-year dedication to Afghanistan in various roles.>? Then there is Joke Florax, currently
mission manager with the Dutch police, who previously worked in Kabul and still champions
Afghan women'’s inclusion in the police force.® Last but not least, there is Dr. Edris Mahtab,
member of the Keihan Foundation®* and involved in a unique exchange programme for Afghan
students of the Medical University of Kabul to study at the Leiden University Medical Center.>®

To build on our history of friendship and solidarity, we need to make more visible where
Afghans contribute to Dutch society, and vice versa. This means an important role for media,
who need to widen their focus. But the future of the bilateral relationship will particularly
depend on youth, so it is very promising that the Keihan Foundation is co-organising this
Afghan Dutch Conference. Its members represent youth — and hope. Young people are the
ones who will build new bridges between our two societies.
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