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Introduction 

This COI Focus aims to provide information on the security situation in Kabul city and is an update of 
both the COI Focus Afghanistan. Security situation in Kabul city from 6 June 2017 and the Kabul City 
chapter taken from the EASO Country of Origin Information Report. Afghanistan: Security Situation, 
published in December 2017 (1). If any fundamental changes or developments occur that would 
significantly change the security situation, Cedoca will update this COI Focus as soon as possible. For 
a general introduction to the security situation in Afghanistan reference is made to the EASO report, 

published in December 2017.  
 
This report has the same structure as the individual provincial chapters in the December 2017 EASO 
report. The general description of the city contains information on the geography and population; 
the chapter on the background of the conflict takes a longer term look at the security situation in 
Kabul, including the actors active in the city. In the chapter on recent trends in the security 

situation, the nature of the violence, frequency, targets, locations, and victims are described within a 

timeframe from 1 June 2017 until 31 March 2018. Finally, a separate part is dedicated to population 
displacements caused by the conflict. 
 
This report presents information from 1 June 2017 until 31 March 2018, taken from a wide range of 
sources, including international and national organizations, governmental agencies and local and 
international media. However, it should be noted that the reporting on the security situation cannot 

be considered complete, for a variety of reasons, such as parties to the conflict exaggerating the 
actual situation, or minimizing it, incidents not being reported in mass media, etc. As Thomas Ruttig 
of the Afghanistan Analysts Network (AAN) notes in regard to information on the security situation in 
Afghanistan in 2017, ‘fact-based information has become scarcer’ ‘interpretations of what data there 
is has become politicised’ and parties in the conflict have become less transparent, which has made 
tracking trends in security more difficult (2).  
 

Although sources providing statistical data are very limited, in line with EASO and the Norwegian 
Center for Country of Origin Information Landinfo, Cedoca has chosen to refer to certain statistics or 
figures when this data can be taken as indicative. However, it should be read together with other 
indicators and information on developing trends. At the same time Cedoca wants to emphasize that 

the list of incidents in this COI Focus is not exhaustive and does not try to be. The incidents 
mentioned are included because they are considered relevant for assessing the security situation.  
 

As Cedoca no longer has access to quantitative data on security incidents, this report will not contain 
any (contrary to previous reports, including previous EASO reports). Since January 2018 the Armed 
Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED), a research project on violent political conflict, 
releases weekly data on ‘political violence and protest’ in Afghanistan. ACLED also released those 
data for 2017 (3). Pajhwok Afghan News publishes monthly reports on ‘attacks’ and casualties and in 
January 2018, for the first time, it published annual figures for the year 2017 (4). As the use of a 

different data base (own reporting for Pajhwok and public media reports for ACLED), different 
definitions, methodologies and reporting periods make it difficult to incorporate them, Cedoca has 
chosen not to include their quantitative data in this report on Kabul city. Kabul city is generally well 
covered in analytical reports, better than certain other regions in Afghanistan.  
 
With the exception of the United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA), there are no 
reliable sources that systematically report on the impact of conflict-related violence on civilians in 

Afghanistan. Afghanistan analyst Thomas Ruttig points out the possibility that civilian casualties are 

                                                
 

1 Cedoca, COI Focus Afghanistan. Security situation in Kabul city, 6 June 2017; EASO, Country of Origin 
Information Report. Afghanistan: Security Situation, 22 December 2017 (url). 
2 Ruttig T., More violent, more widespread: Trends in Afghan security in 2017, 29/01/2018 (url). 
3 ACLED, South and Southeast Asia (Data through 7 April 2018), April 2018 (url).  
4 Pajhwok Afghan News, 2017 causalities: nearly 25,000 people killed, wounded in Afghanistan, 14 January 2018, 
(url). 

https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/EASO_Afghanistan_security_situation_2017.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/more-violent-more-widespread-trends-in-afghan-security-in-2017/
https://www.acleddata.com/download/2912/
https://www.pajhwok.com/en/2018/01/14/2017-causalities-nearly-25000-people-killed-wounded-afghanistan
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non- or ‘underreported’ by UNAMA (5), as its methodology requires that cases in its reports have 
been verified through “at least three different and independent types of sources” before being 
included in the UNAMA reports (6). 
 

To find sources providing a complete view on the situation regarding displacement is also 
challenging. In March 2016, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) transferred the overall coordination of the response to conflict-induced 
displacement to UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) (7). AAN explains 
how UNOCHA collects statistics on Internally Displaced persons (IDPs) by conducting joint 
assessments throughout the country and logging those assessments into a database (8). Although 
Cedoca is aware that the figures possibly do not include all IDPs - such as IDPs living in urban areas 

and therefore difficult to identify because they are dispersed among economic migrants and the 
urban poor or IDPs displaced in inaccessible areas (9) - UNOCHA data on conflict-induced 
displacement have been included, as they are continuously and systematically updated and allow to 
discern patterns and trends or to enable comparisons. 

As this report is an update of the Kabul city chapter from the December 2017 EASO report, it is 
written according to the EASO COI Report Methodology (2012) and EASO COI Referencing Guide 

(2016) (10). 

1. General description of the city 

Kabul city is the capital of Afghanistan and the province of Kabul as well as a separate district in 

Kabul province, alongside 14 other districts (11). While analyst Thomas Ruttig notes in a 2017 
commentary that “Kabul urban district” is identical to the city of Kabul (12), according to a 2011 PhD 
dissertation on urban planning in Kabul quoted by Fabrizio Foschini in his 2017 AAN report, the city 
of Kabul expanded from 12 districts or wards to 22 districts, which spread out to include 
neighbouring districts such as Chaharasyab or Musayi of Kabul province (13). A UNOCHA map dated 
4 January 2016, shows 22 police districts (14). 
 

Because of its high concentration of government buildings, international organisations, diplomatic 
compounds and international and national security forces, the city has a different security outlook 
than most of Afghanistan’s other districts and provinces (15).  
 
Kabul is by far the biggest city in Afghanistan and certainly the fastest growing. Massive returnee 
populations, IDPs and economic migrants have spurred rapid growth in Kabul (16), but the city’s 
infrastructure has not followed at the same pace (17). 

                                                
 

5 Ruttig T., More violent, more widespread: Trends in Afghan security in 2017, 29/01/2018 (url). 
6 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict Annual Report 2017, February 2018 (url) p. i. 
7 UNHCR, Afghanistan Fact Sheet, June 2016 (url).  
8 Bjelica J., Over Half a Million Afghans Flee Conflict in 2016: A look at the IDP statistics, 28 December 2016 
(url). 
9 Bjelica J., Over Half a Million Afghans Flee Conflict in 2016: A look at the IDP statistics, 28 December 2016 
(url). 
10 Both can be downloaded from the EASO website: http://www.easo.europa.eu   
11 UNOCHA, Afghanistan: Kabul Province – District Atlas, 14 April 2014 (url).  
12 Ruttig T., Kommentar zum Gutachten von Mag. Karl Mahringer (2017), 19/09/2017 (url). 
13 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, The United States Institute of Peace (USIP), 10 
April 2017 (url), p. 10.   
14 UNOCHA, Afghanistan: Kabul Informal Settlements, 4 January 2016 (url). 
15 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, The United States Institute of Peace (USIP), 10 
April 2017 (url), p. 5; Landinfo, Afghanistan: Sikkerhetssituasjonen i Kabul by, 29 September 2017, (url), p.13; 
Osman B., A Black Week in Kabul (2): Who are the most likely perpetrators?, 07/06/2017 (url).  

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/more-violent-more-widespread-trends-in-afghan-security-in-2017/
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/afghanistan_protection_of_civilians_annual_report_2017_final_6_march.pdf
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Afghanistan%20Factsheet%20-%20JUN16.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/over-half-a-million-afghans-flee-conflict-in-2016-a-look-at-the-idp-statistics/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/over-half-a-million-afghans-flee-conflict-in-2016-a-look-at-the-idp-statistics/
http://www.easo.europa.eu/
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/Kabul.pdf
http://www.fairness-asyl.at/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/201709_Ruttig-Kommentar-zu-Gutachten-Mahringer.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/system/files/documents/files/kabul_city_kis_3w_2016jan04_v2_a3.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://landinfo.no/asset/3620/1/3620_1.pdf
https://www.afghanistananalysts.org/a-black-week-in-kabul-2-who-are-the-most-likely-perpetrators/
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According to AAN analyst Fabrizio Foschini, there is no consensus about the current population living 
in Kabul due to differing estimates of population and growth rates. Estimates range from 3.5 million 
to more than 5 million people (18). According to the UNHCR quoted by EASO, ‘informal estimates 
suggests more than 7 million [are] living in the city […] with 75 % of informal settlements’ (19). 

More than three-quarters of Kabul Province’s population lives in the city of Kabul (20). The rapid 
growth of the city, which was not designed to house its actual number of inhabitants (21), has 
complicated security in Kabul, according to U.S. General Nicholson in Afghanistan (22).   

Kabul is an ethnically diverse city with communities of almost all ethnicities. Pashtuns, Tajiks, 
Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turkmen, Baluch, Sikhs and Hindus all reside there (23) with no group clearly 
dominating. As people tend to move to areas where they already have family or into particular 
districts as part of a larger group with the same ethnicity, different neighborhoods have become 

associated with different ethnic groups (24), especially in the outer ring of the city where the most 
recent settlements are to be found and where these new residents rely on their networks to find 
housing and jobs (25).  

2. Background on the conflict and actors in Kabul City 

In Afghanistan, since the withdrawal of international ISAF forces in 2014, sources have noted a shift 
in the conflict pattern going towards more conventional warfare and battle for territories. In Kabul, 
however, no territorial struggle is taking place (26) and the city is still under government control (27). 
Nevertheless armed opposition groups have repeatedly shown that they can infiltrate  the city and 
have the capacity to carry out large, complex attacks (28).  

Kabul regularly witnesses violence (29). Commenting on the 31 May 2017 suicide attack, which was 
already discussed in a previous update of this COI Focus and in the December 2017 EASO report 
(30), UNAMA notes that other large-scale attacks causing hundreds of civilian casualties have been 
recorded in previous years (31). In January 2018 a string of large-scale violent incidents hit three 
major cities in Afghanistan (32), including Kabul (33) (see below).  The Taliban themselves have 

                                                                                                                                                     
 

16 Metcalfe, V., Haysom, S. and Martin, E., Sanctuary in the city? Urban displacement and vulnerability in Kabul, 
June 2012 (url), p. 5; APPRO, Migration and Urban Development in Kabul: Classification or Accommodation?, 
October 2012 (url), pp. 6-8.   
17 Ruttig T., Alltag in Kabul. Referat von Thomas Ruttig (Afghanistan Analysts Network) am 12. April 2017, 20 
June 2017, (url).  
18 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, The United States Institute of Peace (USIP), 10 
April 2017 (url), p. 9.   
19 EASO, Country of Origin Information Report: Afghanistan - Key socio-economic indicators, state protection, 
and mobility in Kabul City, Mazar-e Sharif, and Herat City, August 2017 (url), p. 17; UNHCR, International 
Protection Needs of Asylum-Seekers from Afghanistan, 12 March 2018, (url).  
20 CSO, Kabul Province Socio-Demographic and Economic Survey Highlights, 13 January 2015 (url), p. 5.   
21 New York Times (The), Cutting Into Afghan Patronage: A Struggle to Make Government Younger, 9 January 
2018, (url). 
22 Washington Post (The), ‘The Taliban is in the city’: Secretive raids with U.S. forces launched to stop Kabul 

attacks, 14 March 2018, (url).  
23 Pajhwok Afghan News, Kabul Province Background Profile, n.d., (url) 
24 APPRO, Migration and Urban Development in Kabul: Classification or Accommodation?, October 2012 (url), p. 
8.   
25 Foschini, F., Kabul and the Challenge of Dwindling Foreign Aid, The United States Institute of Peace (USIP), 10 
April 2017 (url), p. 6, p.58.   
26 Landinfo, Afghanistan: Sikkerhetssituasjonen i Kabul by, 29 September 2017 (url ), pp.12-13. 
27 DOD, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan, 1 December 2017 (url), p. 19.    
28 Safer Edge, Safer Edge Insights: New Security Measures in Kabul, 20 February 2018 (url).  
29 Safer Edge, Safer Edge Insights: New Security Measures in Kabul, 20 February 2018, (url).  
30 Cedoca, COI Focus Afghanistan. Security situation in Kabul city, 6 June 2017; EASO, Country of Origin 
Information Report. Afghanistan: Security Situation, 22 December 2017 (url). 
31 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict Midyear Report 2017, July 2017 (url), p. 4.   
32 Ruttig T., Five Questions to Make Sense of the New Peak in Urban Attacks and a Violent Week in Kabul, 5 
February 2018 (url) 

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/7722.pdf
http://appro.org.af/preview/migration-and-urban-development-in-kabul/
https://www.sem.admin.ch/dam/data/sem/internationales/herkunftslaender/asien-nahost/afg/AFG-alltag-kabul-d.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/EASO_COI_Afghanistan_IPA_August2017.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1426865/90_1521184267_unhcr-afg-ppt-aurvasi-patel-20180312-oegavn.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/kabul-province-socio-demographic-and-economic-survey-highlights
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/09/world/asia/afghanistan-corruption-reform.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2018/03/14/the-taliban-is-in-the-city-secretive-raids-by-u-s-forces-among-the-options-used-to-stop-attacks-in-kabul/?utm_term=.d6d4314036f1
http://www.elections.pajhwok.com/en/content/background-profile-parwan
http://appro.org.af/rural-urban-migration-case-of-kabul/
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2017-04/pw126_kabul-and-the-challenge-of-dwindling-foreign-aid.pdf
https://landinfo.no/asset/3620/1/3620_1.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2017/Dec/15/2001856979/-1/-1/1/1225-REPORT-DEC-2017-FINAL-UNCLASS-BASE.PDF
https://www.saferedge.com/single-post/2018/02/20/Safer-Edge-Insights-New-Security-Measures-in-Kabul
https://www.saferedge.com/single-post/2018/02/20/Safer-Edge-Insights-New-Security-Measures-in-Kabul
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/EASO_Afghanistan_security_situation_2017.pdf
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/protection_of_civilians_in_armed_conflict_midyear_report_2017_july_2017.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/five-questions-to-make-sense-of-the-new-peak-in-urban-attacks-and-a-violent-week-in-kabul/
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issued a statement after the largest of the January 2018 attacks in Kabul saying that their attack 
was intended as a message to the U.S. President who last year sent more American troops to 
Afghanistan and ordered an increase in air strikes and other assistance to Afghan forces (34). Analyst  
Borhan Osman links the increase in attacks to the intensified offensive against the Taliban and the 

increasing battlefield pressure the Taliban face, pointing out that airstrikes and ground raids carried 
out in December and January 2018 have impacted the Taliban’s battlefield mobility across the 
country and have inflicted unusual losses on the insurgency for a winter season (35). Analysts 
commenting on this ‘spike in large-scale incidents of violence’ in January 2018 in urban areas and in 
Kabul city in particular (36), note that ‘this is not the first peak of attacks over recent years’ and 
‘does not – yet – constitute a major shift in the conflict or the modus operandi of the Taleban’ while 
pointing out that it ‘contributes to the feeling of a worsening security situation and the feeling that 

the government and its security organs are incapable of stopping terror attacks’(37).  

As in 2016 (38), the main tactics in Kabul are either ’high profile attacks’ (39), ’suicide attacks’ (40) or 
’complex attacks’ (41), which the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) defines 
as ‘a deliberate and coordinated attack which includes a suicide device, more than one attacker and 

more than one type of device’ (42). Afghanistan analyst Borhan Osman notes that the Taliban’s urban 
warfare has long been characterized by suicide attacks (43). High-profile locations are targeted with 

suicide bombs and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) (44). Also, the AGEs occasionally target the 
city with rockets or grenades (45). 

The targets of these attacks have been high-profile international institutions, both military and civil – 
including diplomatic personnel and western NGOs, in addition to Afghan authorities and security 
forces (46). Further targets of attacks, mentioned by analyst Thomas Ruttig, are religious and tribal 

leaders working with the government, mosques and clergymen, tribal leaders, but also journalists 
and women's and human rights activists (47). 

The objectives of such high-profile attacks include, apart from striking the opponent, grabbing the 
international media headlines in a show of strength and sending the message to the population and 

                                                                                                                                                     
 

33 Pajhwok Afghan News,  Over 2,000 killed, wounded in Afghanistan in January, 5 February 2018. (url); 
UNGASC, The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for international peace and security, 27 February 2018 
(url), p. 7; ICG, The Cost of Escalating Violence in Afghanistan, 7 February 2018 (url). 
34 Reuters, Shock gives way to despair in Kabul after ambulance bomb, 27 January 2018 (url). 
35 ICG, The Cost of Escalating Violence in Afghanistan, 7 February 2018 (url). 
36 UNGASC, The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for international peace and security, 27 February 
2018, (url), p. 5. 
37 Ruttig T., Five Questions to Make Sense of the New Peak in Urban Attacks and a Violent Week in Kabul, 5 
February 2018 (url); Guardian (The), New wave of Afghans seek a way out as fear grips Kabul, 3 February 2018 
(url); ICG, The Cost of Escalating Violence in Afghanistan, 7 February 2018 (url). 
38 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict Midyear Report 2017, July 2017 (url) p. 33. 
39 Ruttig T., Five Questions to Make Sense of the New Peak in Urban Attacks and a Violent Week in Kabul, 5 
February 2018 (url); Lead Inspector General, Operation Freedom's Sentinel. Report To The United States 
Congress. October 1, 2017‒December 31, 2017, 7 February 2018, (url), pp.26-27; Lead Inspector General, 
Operation Freedom's Sentinel. Report To The United States Congress. July 1, 2017‒September 30, 2017, 7 
November 2017 (url), pp.28; 29; 32; SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 30 January 2018, 
(url), p.85; Washington Post (The), How the Islamic State got a foothold in Afghanistan, 21 March 2018. (url). 
40 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict Midyear Report 2017, July 2017 (url), p. 73. 
41 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict Midyear Report 2017, July 2017 (url), p. 73.  
42 UNAMA, Afghanistan Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict Annual Report 2016, February 2017 (url), p. 59 
43 ICG, The Cost of Escalating Violence in Afghanistan, 7 February 2018 (url). 
44 UNGASC, The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for international peace and security; Report of the 

Secretary-General, 10 June 2015 (url), p. 4. 
45 Safer Edge, Safer Edge Insights: New Security Measures in Kabul, 20 February 2018 (url). 
46 Landinfo, Temanotat Afghanistan: Generell sikkerhet og veisikkerhet, 20 November 2015 (url); Institute for 
the Study of War (ISW), The Taliban Resurgent: Threats to Afghanistan’s Security, March 2015 (url), pp. 17-18; 
Ruttig T., Alltag in Kabul. Referat von Thomas Ruttig (Afghanistan Analysts Network) am 12. April 2017, 20 June 
2017 (url); Ruttig T., Five Questions to Make Sense of the New Peak in Urban Attacks and a Violent Week in 
Kabul, 5 February 2018 (url). 
47 Ruttig T., Alltag in Kabul. Referat von Thomas Ruttig (Afghanistan Analysts Network) am 12. April 2017, 20 
June 2017 (url). 

https://www.pajhwok.com/en/2018/02/05/over-2000-killed-wounded-afghanistan-january
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/sg_report_on_afghanistan_27_february.pdf
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/cost-escalating-violence-afghanistan
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-blast/shock-gives-way-to-despair-in-kabul-after-ambulance-bomb-idUSKBN1FG086
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/cost-escalating-violence-afghanistan
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/sg_report_on_afghanistan_27_february.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/five-questions-to-make-sense-of-the-new-peak-in-urban-attacks-and-a-violent-week-in-kabul/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/03/new-wave-of-afghans-seek-escape-as-fear-grips-kabul
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/cost-escalating-violence-afghanistan
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/protection_of_civilians_in_armed_conflict_midyear_report_2017_july_2017.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/five-questions-to-make-sense-of-the-new-peak-in-urban-attacks-and-a-violent-week-in-kabul/
https://oig.state.gov/system/files/fy2018_lig_oco_ofs_q1_dec2017.pdf
https://oig.state.gov/reports/10200
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2018-01-30qr.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/03/21/how-the-islamic-state-got-a-foothold-in-afghanistan/?utm_term=.37eb599acbed
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/protection_of_civilians_in_armed_conflict_midyear_report_2017_july_2017.pdf
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/protection_of_civilians_in_armed_conflict_midyear_report_2017_july_2017.pdf
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/protection_of_civilians_in_armed_conflict_annual_report_8feb_2016.pdf
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/cost-escalating-violence-afghanistan
http://unama.unmissions.org/Portals/UNAMA/SG%20Reports/SG_Report_16June2015.pdf
https://www.saferedge.com/single-post/2018/02/20/Safer-Edge-Insights-New-Security-Measures-in-Kabul
http://www.landinfo.no/asset/3254/1/3254_1.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/AFGH%20Report.pdf
https://www.sem.admin.ch/dam/data/sem/internationales/herkunftslaender/asien-nahost/afg/AFG-alltag-kabul-d.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/five-questions-to-make-sense-of-the-new-peak-in-urban-attacks-and-a-violent-week-in-kabul/
https://www.sem.admin.ch/dam/data/sem/internationales/herkunftslaender/asien-nahost/afg/AFG-alltag-kabul-d.pdf
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the Afghan government that ‘they are capable of carrying out such attacks, even in the highly 
secured capital’ (48). On many occasions these attacks in Kabul could be traced back to the Haqqani 
network (49).  

In a June 2017 AAN analysis, Borhan Osman notes that a range of militant groups – including the 

Afghan Taliban, the now reconciled Hezb-e Islami, Taleban splinter groups such as Fedai Mahaz or 
Dadullah Mahaz and more recently, Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) (50) - have focused their 
attacks on Kabul city in the last fifteen years. He describes Kabul city as ‘an attractive place for 
insurgent groups to carry out attacks’ due to a combination of the presence of a high number of 
government and foreign institutions and the potential for grabbing media attention. It is also a good 
place for new militant groups to launch attacks if they are looking for publicity and want to introduce 
themselves to potential recruits. Commenting on the suicide attacks on 31 May 2017 and 3 June 

2017 which were not claimed by any group, Borhan Osman states that ‘[t]here are two main 
possible perpetrators, based on other recent attacks in Kabul: the Taliban (all elements, including 
the Haqqani network, taken as a collective whole), who have been responsible for most of the 
previous attacks in the city, and the Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP), which is a relatively 

minor but growing actor’ (51). Analysts refer to ISKP and the Taliban as the dominant and apparently 
competing insurgent groups operating in Kabul (52).  

 
During 2016, ISKP emerged as a new actor in Kabul City. The organisation claimed responsibility for 
several attacks in the Afghan capital, including large-scale attacks targeting members of the Shia 
Muslim religious minority (53). Commenting on these incidents, UNAMA notes ‘a disturbing increase 
in attacks against places of worship, religious leaders and worshippers, particularly attacks targeting 
Shi’a Muslim congregations’ since January 2016. These attacks are not only directed against 
religious leaders and mosques, but in 2016 and 2017 increasingly against ‘individuals perceived as 

military targets whilst worshipping inside mosques and at other religious sites’ (54). According to 
analysts, ISKP ‘have significantly stepped-up the number of attacks they have conducted in the city 
since 2016’ (55) and ‘the one place where its [ISKP’s] significance has grown is Kabul’ (56).  

UNAMA documented 14 suicide and complex attacks in Kabul city in 2017 that were claimed by 
ISKP.57 Thomas Ruttig notes fear of ISKP among the Afghan population stemming from the 
perception of ISKP as a great danger when they carry out a bomb attack in Kabul (58), even if there 
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is a broad consensus that ISKP is not as powerful as the Taliban (59). While AFP cited an Afghan 
security source saying "20 or more" ISKP cells were operating in Kabul, analyst Borhan Osman 
points out that it is difficult to estimate the number of ISKP fighters in the capital, adding that the 
group does not lack recruits (60). He notes that there is little understanding of the cell that carries 

out urban attacks. According to Borhan Osman the leaders are veterans, formerly of the Haqqani 
Network, the Taliban, or Al Qaeda, who have brought their expertise and network to ISKP (61).  

Analysts highlight the challenge in assessing the credibility of claims or denials of involvement in 
certain attacks and in attributing responsibility (62), referring to ‘indications that the diverse pro-IS 
groups are claiming attacks that have not been carried out by them’ while ‘there are also indications 
that the Taleban are denying their involvement in attacks when there are particularly high numbers 
of civilian casualties’ (63). Additionally, analysts note that ‘criminal networks and groups loosely 

connected with other insurgency actors are able to provide ISKP with one-off help in exchange for 
financial incentives’ (64) and ‘there also might be an infrastructure, logistics and possible personnel 
(‘terrorists to hire’) that can be utilised by the Haqqani network or other Taleban groups, splinter 
groups now sailing under an IS banner, and violent Pakistani sectarian (anti-Shia) groups’ (65). 

Several sources report that security measures were upgraded in Kabul city in the wake of the 31 
May attack (66). A new security plan for Kabul, called the ‘Zarghun Belt’ (Green Belt) and announced 

in mid-August 2017, provides for a gradual expansion of Kabul’s diplomatic area also known as 
‘green zone’ (67). After looking into the new security plan in September 2017, which at that time 
seemed not to have been finalised or approved, it appeared to the AAN that the plan would not 
benefit everyone in Kabul city, despite statements by officials to the contrary. Sources indicate that, 
while Kabul is divided by security walls and road barriers, AGEs, including ISKP, are still able move 
through the city  (68). In the wake of several attacks in Kabul city carried out in January 2018, 
sources announced the approval of a new security plan. While most of the measures remain 

classified (69), some were uncovered by sources. They include: replacing permanent checkpoints 
with temporary, mobile controls; surveillance of accesses from the different neighbourhoods that 
were traditionally not monitored; reinforcement of control at the main entrances to Kabul through its 
four gates; additional road blockades;  additional checkpoints on many of the side roads connecting 
suburbs of Kabul to the centre of the city; increase in reconnaissance and intelligence activities by 
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security forces (70). Many Kabul residents, especially those living in the central parts of the city, 
complain that the new security measures have exacerbated the city’s traffic problems (71). 

In their September 2017 assessment of the new Kabul security plan, AAN analysts also stress the 
importance of recognizing that security is not about insurgent attacks alone and includes criminality 
(72). Apart from conflict-related violence, Kabul City has seen a rising crime rate (73): between 2013 
and 2016, criminal activity increased by 38 %. Transport gangs operate at the gates of the city and 
target people coming out of the city, robbing and sometimes killing outbound travellers; while others 
gangs, linked to former jihadi chiefs or politicians, are active in central and peripheral areas of Kabul 

City that are more ‘ethnically homogenous’ (74). 

Crime, kidnapping and robberies are reportedly on the rise (75), specifically in all major cities, 
including Kabul (76). On the rise of kidnappings and extortion in Kabul, AAN commented that this 
phenomenon is ‘underreported’ and ‘underrated’ because it ‘undermines the security of Kabulis 
probably as much as terrorism’ (77).   

3. Recent security trends in Kabul City 

In UNOCHA’s conflict severity map for 2017, which is based on combining data on security incidents, 
civilian casualties, and conflict induced displacement, Kabul city is ranked among the districts of the 
second highest category (78). 

UNAMA casualty figures show an increase in civilian (79) casualties in Kabul since 2015 and indicate 

that, as in 2016 (80), ‘Kabul province continued to record the highest number of civilian casualties, 
mainly in Kabul city’ in 2017 (81). UNAMA states that the impact of suicide and complex attacks, as 
they typically occur in urban and civilian-populated areas, disproportionally affect the civilian 
population. Both Afghanistan and Kabul city saw a 17 % increase in civilian casualties from suicide 
and complex attacks compared to 2016. As it was the case in 2016 (82), UNAMA notes that ‘70 % of 
all civilian casualties arising from suicide and complex attacks occurred in Kabul city’ in 2017 (83). 
Such attacks caused 1,612 civilian casualties (440 deaths and 1,172 injured) in Kabul City in 2017, 
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which represents 88 % of all 1,831 civilian casualties (479 deaths and 1,352 injured) documented in 
Kabul province and 16 % of all civilian casualties in Afghanistan in 2017 (84).  

UNAMA notes that in the first three months of 2018, most civilian casualties countrywide were 
caused by suicide improvised explosive devices (IED) and complex attacks, which represents a new 

trend in 2018. Without providing data on civilian casualties for the individual provinces or districts in 
its report on the first months of 2018, UNAMA still counts Kabul province among the five provinces 
where the inhabitants are most impacted by the conflict (85). 

When asked in April 2017 about the everyday life strategies of the people in Kabul to minimize the 
risks of attacks, analyst Thomas Ruttig mentions a combination of rising fear and habituation or 
numbness (86). In the wake of the January 2018 attacks, national and international press have paid 
attention to the psychological effects or mental impact they have on residents, mentioning feelings 

of anxiety (87), a ‘shift in normalcy for the people who now live in fear of the next attack’ (88) or a 
‘state of shock’ and ‘fear and hopelessness are spreading throughout the city’ (89). 

UNAMA continued to document sectarian-motivated suicide and complex attacks carried out in 2017 
against civilian targets, including places of worship, mainly in Kabul (90). Shia Muslims were 

deliberately targeted in the following ISKP-claimed suicide and complex attacks in Kabul: an attack 
on the al-Zahra mosque in western Kabul in June 2017 that killed 5 civilians and injured 7 others 
(91); an attack on the Shia Imam Zaman Mosque in Khair Khana area in Kabul city on 25 August 
2017 that caused 100 civilian casualties (35 deaths and 65 injured), including women and girls (92); 
a suicide attack on a gathering to commemorate the Shia holiday of Ashura on 29 September 2017 
that killed six civilians (93), despite extra protection measures announced in the weeks before the 
commemorations (94); a suicide attack targeting the Imam-e Zaman Shi’a Mosque in Kabul city on 

20 October 2017 where 57 civilians were killed and 55 were injured, also including women (95); the 
detonation of a  body-borne IED inside a Shi’a Muslim cultural center during a political gathering in a 
predominately ethnic Hazara neighborhood on 28 December 2017 that caused 119 civilian casualties 
(42 deaths and 77 injured) (96); an attack by a suicide bomber in a crowd of Shiite Muslims near a 
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mosque complex in March 2018 (97); another suicide attack outside Shi'ite Kart-e Sakhi mosque (98) 
in March 2018 as people were celebrating the Persian new year, Nowruz, that left killing at least 33 
people dead and 65 wounded (99). 

Other suicide and complex attacks carried out in Kabul city during the reporting period - with most 

of them causing civilian casualties - included a triple suicide attack in June 2017, at the funeral of 
the son of a leading Jamiat-e Islami politician, attended by several political leaders (mainly from 
Jamiat-e Islami) that killed six civilians and injured 87, according to UNAMA records (100); the Iraqi 
Embassy attack at the end of July 2017, claimed by ISKP (101); a suicide car detonation against a 
coaster bus carrying employees from the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum in July 2017, causing 92 
civilian casualties (35 killed and 57 injured) and claimed by the Taliban (102); a suicide attack on the 
New Kabul Bank in August 2017, at a time when many officials reportedly were collecting their 

salaries ahead of a holiday later that week, also claimed by the Taliban (103); an attack on a cricket 
match in September 2017 claimed by ISKP (104); a suicide car bomber attack on a Danish military 
convoy from the NATO-led international mission, also in September 2017 and claimed by the Taliban 
(105); a suicide attack near the entrance of the Marshal Fahim military academy on 21 October 2017, 

claimed by the Taliban and leaving at least 15 military cadets killed (106); a suicide attack on the 
boundary of Kabul’s ‘Green Zone’ at the end of October 2017, claimed by ISKP (107); an attack 

against Afghanistan’s major Pashto-language station, Shamshad TV, in November 2017, claimed by 
ISKP (108); a suicide attack against a gathering of supporters of Balkh Governor Atta Noor in 
November 2017, claimed by ISKP (109); a suicide attack on an NDS compound at the end of 
December 2017, just a week after an NDS training center was stormed, both attacks claimed by 
ISKP (110); the detonation of a BBIED on 4 January 2018 as anti-riot police arrived to help restore 
order during a violent incident, claimed by ISKP (111); another attack against the Marshal Fahim 
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Defence Academy at the end of January 2018, claimed by ISKP (112); an attack at a checkpoint in 
Kabul on the edge of the ‘Green Zone’ in February 2018, claimed by ISKP (113); an apparent attack 
on a foreign contractor company, also in March 2018, claimed by the Taliban (114).  

In the evening of 20 January 2018, the highly guarded Intercontinental Hotel was under an hour-

long siege, resulting in at least 22 people being killed. The Taliban claimed responsibility for the 
attack (115). Among the victims were foreign citizens, including Americans, and nine were pilots and 
flight crew members from Ukraine and Venezuela who worked for a private Afghan airline, Kam Air 
(116). Both HRW and the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan commented 
that the intentional killing of civilians may amount to a war crime (117). 

In an e-mail exchange with Landinfo in the course of 2017, an anonymous international source 
stated that on average there were two attacks with magnetic IEDs per month in Kabul city in 2017. 

That same source informed Landinfo that in the course of two weeks in August 2017 five such 
attacks occurred in Kabul city, all aimed at security personnel. Some of the injured in these incidents 
were civilians, including children (118).  While not all such incidents are covered by the media, some 

are. Between June 2017 and March 2018, the use of magnetic IEDs was reported in several attacks 
against police or security forces vehicles (119) and near a sit-in camp of members of the Afghan civil 
society in support of Pakistani Pashtuns in March 2018 (120). A car bomb was used against a NATO or 

an Australian embassy staff convoy, depending on the source, in March 2018 (121). Some of these 
attacks caused civilian victims (122).   
 
Reporting on a suicide VBIED attack in Kabul on 27 January 2018, during which an ambulance 
packed with explosives set off an enormous blast that killed at least 95 people and injured 158 
others (123), certain media and analysts made reference to the May 2017 attack in the central Kabul 
area of Wazir Akbar Khan (124), that had caused more than one third of all civilian casualties in Kabul 

city in 2017 (125). The January 2018 attack took place close to Sidarat square in a typically crowded 
area, close to the old Ministry of Interior, the Indian Embassy and the police headquarters (126). In 
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contrast to the VBIED attack in May 2017, that had no clearly identified target and for which no 
group claimed responsibility (127), the January 2018 attack was claimed by the Taliban (128). 

In a Skype interview with EASO in September 2017, journalist and author Anand Gopal states that 
‘although not easy to execute, targeted assassinations do take place in Kabul city’ (129). According to 

Antonio Giustozzi’s 2017 report on the Taliban for Landinfo, targeted killings, including magnetic IED 
attacks against vehicles, ‘take place away from the city centre’, in contrast to the complex attacks 
which ‘tend to take place mostly in the city centre’ (130). In October 2017, a police officer of the Anti-
Corruption Justice Center (ACJC) was shot dead near his residence by unknown gunmen in the 
vicinity of the 8th police district of Kabul city (131). Rafigul Afghan, a senior adviser to Afghanistan’s 
Chief Executive and a key member of Jamiat-e-Islami Afghanistan was shot dead in the vicinity of 
Kabul 17th Police district in February 2018. While some sources say no group claimed responsibility 

for the targeted killing (132), others say the Taliban did, referring to an online statement by the 
movement (133).  

Pajhwok Afghan News reported that two civilians were killed and one injured after rockets hit an 

area of Kabul in July 2017 (134). There was no immediate claim by any group.135 According to 
UNAMA, several rockets hit civilian structures, including a home, killing one woman and injuring two 
women, two men and two children, when AGEs fired rockets towards Hamid Karzai International 

Airport in Kabul city on 27 September 2017. The AGEs later publicly stated that the rockets targeted 
the United States Secretary of Defense visiting Kabul and claimed to have hit the “military section” 
of the airport (136).  A US strike in response caused civilian casualties after a missile malfunctioned, 
NATO officials stated in September 2017 (137). Rockets targeted Kabul’s so-called ‘Green Zone’ in 
October 2017 (138) and hit the Indian embassy in Kabul in January 2018 (139) without causing 
casualties. 

4. Displacement 

No conflict-induced displacement was reported from Kabul district between 1 June 2017 and 31 
March 2018, while Kabul district received 4,442 conflict-induced IDPs during that same period, 
according to UNOCHA assessments. Almost half of them originated from Parwan (in particular a 

large group from Ghorband district in October 2017) and Nangarhar (140), which is in line with initial 
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reports of large groups displaced to Kabul city from those two provinces in UNOCHA’s weekly field 
reports (141). 

The total number of IDPs in Kabul is not known. There are different categories of IDPs: those fleeing 
armed conflict and security problems, returnees who could not return to their place of origin and live 

in secondary displacement, people fleeing natural disaster and nomads such as Kuchi and Jogi. IDPs 
in Kabul do not necessarily live separated from the other urban dwellers and often mingle with other 
vulnerable groups such as the urban poor, returnees and economic migrants. Most IDPs settle in 
informal and illegal settlements around the city. They are often referred to as ‘Kabul Informal 
Settlements’ or KIS (142), which include some of the poorest and most vulnerable households in the 
city (143). As of June 2017, approximately 70,000 displaced people lived in such settlements in 
Kabul, according to UNOCHA (144). 

Apart from internal displacement due to the conflict in Afghanistan, Kabul City saw large flows of 
Afghan refugees returning from neighbouring countries, putting further strain on the city’s services 
and its capacity to absorb and reintegrate refugees and IDPs (145). According to Oxfam’s field 

research findings from 2017, the same general situation applies to both forced and voluntary 
returnees in Kabul: ‘few tensions but increased pressure on local resources, jobs, services, and 
facilities that feeds fears among both returnees and host communities’ (146). 

 

  

                                                
 

141 UNOCHA, Afghanistan Weekly Field report, Week of 2 – 8 October 2017, 9 October 2017 (url); UNOCHA, 
Afghanistan Weekly Field report, Week of 1 January – 7 January 2018, 8 January 2018 (url).  
142 UNHCR, International Protection Needs of Asylum-Seekers from Afghanistan, 12 March 2018 (url).  
143 Metcalfe, V., Haysom, S. and Martin, E., Sanctuary in the city? Urban displacement and vulnerability in Kabul, 
June 2012 (url), p. 6; Bjelica, J., Afghanistan’s Returning Refugees: Why Are So Many Still landless?, Afghanistan 
Analyst Network (AAN), 29 March 2016 (url). 
144 UNOCHA, Humanitarian Bulletin Afghanistan. Issue 65. 1 – 30 June 2017, 14 July 2017 (url).  
145 ACAPS,  Anticipatory Briefing Note – Afghanistan: Forced returnees: Nangarhar, Kandahar, Kabul, 17 January 
2018 (url), p. 1; UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) and Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC), Afghanistan: Central Region Protection Cluster Factsheet - MAY 2017, 17 June 2017 (url). 
146 Oxfam, Returning to fragility. Exploring the link between conflict and returnees in Afghanistan, January 2018 
(url), p.24.  
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https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/20180117_acaps_anticipatory_report_afghanistan_forced_returnees.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan/document/afghanistan-central-region-protection-cluster-factsheet-may-2017
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/oxfam/bitstream/10546/620399/4/rr-returning-fragility-afghanistan-310118-en.pdf
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