EXAMINING THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION'S
AFGHANISTAN POLICY SINCE THE U.S.
WITHDRAWAL

HEARING

BEFORE THE

COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

ONE HUNDRED EIGHTEENTH CONGRESS

FIRST SESSION

November 14, 2023

Serial No. 118-60

Printed for the use of the Committee on Foreign Affairs

&

Available: http://www.foreignaffairs.house.gov/, http://docs.house.gov,
or http://www.govinfo.gov

U.S. GOVERNMENT PUBLISHING OFFICE
54-430PDF WASHINGTON : 2024



COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS
MICHAEL T. McCAUL, Texas, Chairman

CHRISTOPHER H. SMITH, New Jersey

JOE WILSON, South Carolina

SCOTT PERRY, Pennsylvania

DARRELL ISSA, California

ANN WAGNER, Missouri

BRIAN MAST, Florida

KEN BUCK, Colorado

TIM BURCHETT, Tennessee

MARK E. GREEN, Tennessee

ANDY BARR, Kentucky

RONNY JACKSON, Texas

YOUNG KIM, California

MARIA ELVIRA SALAZAR, Florida

BILL HUIZENGA, Michigan

AUMUA AMATA COLEMAN RADEWAGEN,
American Samoa

FRENCH HILL, Arkansas

WARREN DAVIDSON, Ohio

JIM BAIRD, Indiana

MICHAEL WALTZ, Florida

THOMAS KEAN, JR., New Jersey

MICHAEL LAWLER, New York

CORY MILLS, Florida

RICH McCORMICK, Georgia

NATHANIEL MORAN, Texas

JOHN JAMES, Michigan

KEITH SELF, Texas

GREGORY MEEKS, New York, Ranking
Member

BRAD SHERMAN, California
GERALD E. CONNOLLY, Virginia
WILLIAM KEATING, Massachusetts
AMI BERA, California

JOAQUIN CASTRO, Texas

DINA TITUS, Nevada

TED LIEU, California

SUSAN WILD, Pennsylvania

DEAN PHILLIPS, Minnesota
COLIN ALLRED, Texas

ANDY KIM, New Jersey

SARA JACOBS, California

KATHY MANNING, North Carolina
SHEILA CHERFILUS-McCORMICK, Florida
GREG STANTON, Arizona
MADELEINE DEAN, Pennsylvania
JARED MOSKOWITZ, Florida
JONATHAN JACKSON, Illinois
SYDNEY KAMLAGER-DOVE, California
JIM COSTA, California

JASON CROW, Colorado

BRAD SCHNEIDER, Illinois

BRENDAN SHIELDS, Staff Director
SOPHIA LAFARGUE, Staff Director

1)



CONTENTS

Page
WITNESSES
Sopko, the Honorable John, Inspector General, Special Inspector General
for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) ......ccccoviviiiiiniiiiiieeeieeeeeeeeieeeee
APPENDIX
Hearing NOTICE ....ooieriiiiiiieeeiieet ettt et e e e st e e s ateesesbaeesnbaeesnsaeens 56
Hearing Minutes ...... 57
Hearing Attendance 58

INFORMATION SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD FROM REPRESENTATIVE

CONNOLLY
Information submitted for the record from Representative Connolly ................. 59
ADDITIONAL MATERIALS SUBMIITED FOR THE RECORD
Materials submitted for the record from Anna Corbert .........cccccociniiniiinninnes 61
Letter submitted for the record from Ryan Corbert family ..........cccccocovveeeennennns 64
RESPONSES TO QUESTIONS SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD
Responses to questions submitted for the record ...........ccccovieviiieeciiiieciieeeeee, 66

(I1D)






EXAMINING THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION’S

AFGHANISTAN POLICY SINCE THE U.S.
WITHDRAWAL
Tuesday, November 14, 2023

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:37 a.m., in room
210, House Visitor Center, Hon. Michael McCaul (chairman of the
committee) presiding.

Chairman McCAUL. The Committee on Foreign Affairs will come
to order.

The purpose of this hearing is to discuss the effects of the Biden
Administration’s Afghanistan policy since the U.S. withdrawal. 1
now recognize myself for an opening statement.

Following the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan the country is
no better off today than when the United States first entered. After
20 years of blood and tears, any progress made has been erased
and it did not have to be this way.

This Administration’s deadly and chaotic withdrawal was ill con-
ceived from the very start. There are no plans for enduring peace
and the support of the Afghan people. The Taliban who now control
Afghanistan are terrorists who impose theocratic edicts to oppress
the Afghan people.

They abuse women and steal humanitarian aid from starving Af-
ghans. They partner with terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda
and Tehrik-e Taliban. Ayman Al-Zawahiri, al-Qaeda’s leader and
Bin Laden’s top lieutenant, was living downtown—in downtown
Kabul under the protection of the Haqgani Network and the
Taliban, specifically, the Taliban’s minister of interior and Haqqani
leader Siraj Haqqani.

Taliban holds several American hostages. In fact, that committee
just heard from Anna Corbett whose husband Ryan has been de-
tained by the Taliban for over a year.

This is unacceptable and it shows the deeply flawed approach
this Administration has taken since the Taliban regained control.
Under the Taliban rule women and girls describe their day to day
lives as living under house arrest. They are barred from public
places and are not allowed to travel outside their homes without
a male chaperone.

Afghanistan is the only country in the world where girls are
banned from receiving an education above the sixth grade. Now Af-
ghanistan is currently facing one of the worst humanitarian crises
in the world.
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People are starving. In fact, 15.3 million Afghans are food inse-
cure and nearly 1 million children need life-saving treatment last
year due to malnutrition and the recent earthquakes in October
2023 have made the deteriorating situation even worse.

The United States is the largest donor of humanitarian assist-
ance to Afghanistan, spending more than $2.5 billion on assistance
for Afghanistan since the withdrawal.

Unfortunately, we know the Taliban are engaged in theft and di-
version of these funds to serve their malign purposes. What trou-
bles me is the Biden Administration is pursuing a policy of engage-
ment at all costs and has failed to hold the Taliban to account for
their crimes.

The Biden Administration meet with the Taliban frequently,
praise the Taliban often, and haphazardly send billions of taxpayer
dollars into Afghanistan. Through these policies the Biden Admin-
istration has all but recognized the Taliban as the legitimate gov-
ernment of Afghanistan and yet over the past 2 years on every
metric the Taliban has only become worse under this Administra-
tion’s policies.

On women and girls seemingly every week the Taliban an-
nounces new edicts, stripping away their rights. On diversion of
humanitarian aid Taliban interference has increased by 32 percent
this year.

On support for terrorism the Tehrik-e Taliban, who the Taliban
have equipped with weapons the U.S. left behind, is increasingly
conducting terror attacks and al-Qaeda remains safely in Afghani-
stan under Taliban protection.

On hostages today there are more Americans detained by
Taliban than at any point since the U.S. withdrawal. Obviously,
the Biden Administration’s policies are not working.

I want to be clear that my heart is with the people of Afghani-
stan who are suffering under the Taliban. I believe it is our moral
imperative to help these people who the Biden Administration
abandoned.

However, we must be clear eyed about our priorities and must
develop policies that will ensure the U.S. is supporting innocent Af-
ghans and not the Taliban. Anything less signals a failure of Amer-
ican leadership.

With that, the chair now recognizes the Ranking Member Mr.
Meeks for an opening statement.

Mr. MEEKS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for convening this impor-
tant hearing.

Despite no longer having a physical presence in the country the
United States continues to have vital interests in Afghanistan.

We was just reminded by Anna Corbett, Ryan Corbett’s wife, the
safety of Americans in Afghanistan and around the world continues
to be a priority for the Biden Administration, and just as the Biden
Administration successfully recently brought five hostages home
from Iran we need to make sure that we bring the hostages home
that were in Afghanistan.

Any stability in Afghanistan is critically important to our na-
tional security interests. We must ensure that Afghanistan is never
again used as a base to plan attacks against the United States or



3

our allies and that the Taliban uphold their commitments to that
effect.

The limited assistance we provide to support the most vulnerable
in Afghanistan also ensures that the gains made over the last 20
years are not completely lost.

During the course of our almost two decades in Afghanistan a
large segment of our assistance focused on advancing the rights of
women and girls and other minorities.

This interest remains a key priority for many members on this
committee and this Congress and the American people, and it is
vital that we continue providing critical humanitarian assistance
that benefits the Afghan people, not only because it is the right
thing to do but also because each of those other goals I've men-
tioned become much harder to achieve if Afghanistan faces a hu-
manitarian crisis or economic collapse.

But let me be clear. I'm under no illusions about the Taliban and
I wish they were not in control of Afghanistan. But American en-
gagement in Afghanistan continues to serve our national interests.
It is critical that we preserve the space to engage with the Taliban
where we must.

But I do not believe we will get better policy outcomes by deny-
ing that reality. Instead, we must be strategic about how we can
pursue our goals in a uniquely challenging environment.

I believe the Administration has been careful to strike this deli-
cate balance. I know Administration witnesses wanted to appear
here today and I'm disappointed that our majority colleagues did
not take the State Department and USAID up on their offer to tes-
tify today.

It would have been useful to inform our understanding of the
Biden Administration’s policy approach toward Afghanistan. We
need to hear from them.

Oversight remains a critical component of our work but this work
is more meaningful when the Administration can explain its prior-
ities and perspectives directly to Congress at a hearing specifically
for that purpose.

Mr. Chairman, the committee has also conducted staff-led closed-
door transcribed interviews with 10 current or former State De-
partment officials to date on the U.S. withdrawal from Afghani-
stan.

It is imperative that final transcripts from these interviews be
made available to all members as soon as possible to inform our
ongoing oversight of Afghanistan policy.

Mr. Chairman, I know you have asked for transparency from this
Administration and expressed your desire to get answers for the
American people. So I would also urge you to make these tran-
scripts publicly available to all American people.

So with that, Mr. Chairman, thank you again for convening this
hearing and I want to say to Mr. Sopko I look forward to hearing
your testimony.

And I yield back the balance of my time.

Chairman McCAUL. The gentleman yields.

I do want to State for the record that we did invite witnesses
from State and USAID. However, they refused to testify alongside
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Mr. Sopko in front of SIGAR and I thought that was unfortunate,
even though there is precedent for that.

But with that, we’re pleased to have the Honorable John Sopko,
the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, be-
fore us today.

Sir, your full statement will be made part of the record and I
now recognize you for your opening statement.

STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE JOHN SOPKO, INSPECTOR
GENERAL, SPECIAL INSPECTOR GENERAL FOR AFGHANI-
STAN RECONSTRUCTION (SIGAR)

Mr. SoPKO. Thank you very much, Chairman McCaul, Ranking
Member Meeks, and members of the committee.

Two years after withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan the
United States remains the largest donor to the Afghan people as
they continue to suffer the unprecedented humanitarian crisis pre-
viously alluded to.

Unfortunately, SIGAR’s work has documented that the Taliban
is diverting or otherwise benefiting from a considerable amount of
that assistance. Let me outline some of what diversion and inter-
ference by the Taliban looks like in practice.

The Taliban demands payoffs to permit the implementation of
aid projects. The Taliban dictates who receives assistance. The
Taliban pressures the U.N. and other NGO’s to hire their members,
relatives, and allies to help distribute food funded—excuse me,
donor-funded assistance.

The Taliban pressures the U.N. and other NGO’s to issue con-
tracts to Taliban—affiliated companies. The Taliban pressured the
U.N. and NGO’s to partner with Taliban-affiliated NGO’s and to
not partner with other NGO’s. Those are nongovernment organiza-
tions.

The Taliban have embedded intelligence officials in U.N. agen-
cies to supervise their work, facilitate the interference and diver-
sion, and censor reporting about it. The Taliban also collect taxes
and other fees from U.N. and U.S.-funded implementing partners.

Now, such interference and diversion of U.S. assistance is not
unique to the Taliban. Nevertheless, the diversion of humanitarian
assistance by the Taliban is of particular concern, given the un-
precedented humanitarian crisis Afghans now face as well as the
Taliban’s terrorist ties.

Unlike in the past, diverted U.S. assistance may now fund ter-
rorist activities in addition to enriching the pockets of corrupt offi-
cials. SIGAR’s work shows that there are no good choices for policy-
makers when providing humanitarian assistance in an environ-
ment like Afghanistan, only tradeoffs.

To a large degree our research confirms that those who control
the guns control the aid. Now, many would like to believe that we
are aiding the Afghan people while successfully bypassing the
Taliban. This can be viewed as a useful fiction as it reassures but
ignores the fact that it is impossible to entirely bypass the Taliban
regime.

Now, that fact alone does not mean we should end humanitarian
assistance to the Afghan people. That is a policy decision for Con-
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gress and the Administration, not one that I or other oversight bod-
ies can make.

My point is that as long as the United States continues to pro-
vide aid for the benefit of the Afghan people it is paramount to use
whatever tools are available to reduce Taliban diversion and inter-
ference including strengthening compliance, vetting standards, and
third party monitoring.

In addition, Congress and the Administration should look to les-
sons identified from other development programs around the world
for more robust practices to protect our assistance.

As we look to the future U.S. policymakers will need to consider
the following risks to our assistance: the financial risk of wasting
a sizable portion of U.S. and humanitarian and development assist-
ance, aid that already amounts to $2.5 billion since the Afghan gov-
ernment’s collapse; the security risk of U.S. funds reaching a gov-
ernment with long-standing ties to terrorist groups; and the polit-
ical risk of funding an historic enemy of the United States.

For our part at SIGAR we look forward to offering additional rec-
ommendations on this subject in our forthcoming reports, which we
have undertaken at your request.

Thank you very much and I look forward to answering your
questions.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Sopko follows:]
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Chairman McCaul, Ranking Member Meeks, and Members of the Committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to testify before you today. This is the 28th time | have
presented testimony to Congress since | was appointed as Special Inspector General 11 years
ago, and the 4th time before this committee. At the outset, let me express my deep gratitude
for the strong, bipartisan support SIGAR has consistently received from you and this committee.
| look forward to continuing to earn that support in the future.

Today I've been asked to discuss oversight of ongoing assistance to Afghanistan, and to share
preliminary observations on a matter you requested we examine in March of this year—
namely, whether and how U.S. funds have been provided to or diverted by the Taliban since the
collapse of the Afghan government in August 2021. To do so, | will offer an update on the
humanitarian crisis unfolding in Afghanistan, review what the United States is doing in
response, and detail how that response may be directly or indirectly benefitting the Taliban.

In short, as detailed starting on page 8, our work suggests that the Taliban is diverting or
otherwise benefitting from a considerable amount of U.S. assistance. To date, SIGAR has
interviewed 39 people with direct aid experience on the ground in Afghanistan since the
collapse—including UN officials and Afghan and international partners. Of these, almost all
recounted first-hand experiences with Taliban diversion or interference in U.S. assistance.
Moreover, a SIGAR survey of Afghan NGOs in seven provinces revealed a range of interference
in U.S. assistance since the collapse—including extortion. In a separate SIGAR questionnaire of
Afghan NGOs, 37 of 58 respondents reported having paid a total of $10.1 million in taxes, fees,
duties, or payments for public utilities using U.S. taxpayer funds between August 2021 and May
2023. Official reports from State and USAID as well as a USAID-funded study by the U.S.
Institute of Peace have confirmed many similar accounts of diversion and interference, as
documented in our quarterly reports over the last two years.

Taken together, SIGAR has found that Taliban officials routinely pressure U.S. partners to hire
Taliban allies, insist that U.S. partners contract with Taliban-affiliated companies, dictate which
Afghans should receive U.S. aid, demand payoffs from U.S. partners before a project can begin,
divert U.S. food aid to Taliban soldiers, and tax recipients of aid once it is delivered. This
interference in and diversion of U.S. assistance is worrying and presents multiple risks. It should
also be put in context.

Interference and diversion of U.S. assistance is not unique to the Taliban regime. Over the last
12 years, SIGAR documented extensive diversion of U.S. assistance by the prior Karzai and
Ghani regimes. Similarly, experts have noted that diversion and interference are common
among other autocratic regimes the U.S. government has sought to bypass to get aid directly to
vulnerable populations. Nevertheless, the diversion of humanitarian assistance by the Taliban is
of particular concern given the humanitarian crisis the populace face as well as the Taliban’s
terrorist ties. Unlike with the prior Afghan governments, diverted funds now may fund terrorist
activities in addition to enriching the pockets of corrupt officials.

While SIGAR’s ongoing research is focused on the extent of the Taliban regime’s diversion and
interference, understanding context—such as comparing the types and levels of diversion

SIGAR 24-03-TY Page 2
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under various regimes—can help in identifying key lessons, best practices, and
recommendations for policymakers. SIGAR is also conducting research that looks at this
context.

This work has been challenging at times, as it requires significant cooperation from U.S.
government agencies. This cooperation was usually forthcoming during SIGAR's first 13 years in
operation. However, since the Afghan government’s collapse, my staff have faced significant
challenges in obtaining documents and interviewing U.S. officials, particularly at the State
Department.

Even after Congress directed State to resume full cooperation with SIGAR, State has declined to
do so. Despite multiple meetings between senior State and SIGAR officials over the last several
months to discuss cooperation, State continues to slow our work through what | believe are
unreasonable delays, and refusals to provide information. For example, State has continually
delayed providing relevant information related to its actions to vet implementing partners, its
ongoing programs to prevent and respond to gender-based violence in Afghanistan, and its
oversight of programs it funds through public international organizations. Unfortunately, State
has delayed our requests for information for several months in some cases, and in others for
over a year.

On the other hand, | am happy to report that USAID has resumed cooperation with SIGAR and is
generally responding to requests for information in a timely manner. My team and | greatly
appreciate Congress’ support in ensuring the resumption of this cooperation and USAID’s
acknowledgment that SIGAR continues to play an important role in overseeing U.S. assistance
to Afghanistan.

What SIGAR Is Doing

Reports Requested by the Chairman

In March of this year, the Chairman of this committee directed SIGAR to report on (1) whether
and how U.S. funds have been provided to or diverted by the Taliban since the collapse of the
Afghan government in August 2021, (2) the risks involved in channeling most U.S. funds for
humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan through public international organizations since the
collapse, and (3) whether adequate safeguards are in place to protect the $3.5 billion of Afghan
central bank assets transferred to the Afghan Fund after the Taliban takeover. Multiple reports
on these topics are underway and are expected to be published in the coming year. These
include:

e Areport on State and USAID oversight of the public international organizations that
receive and disburse most U.S. funds going to Afghanistan;

SIGAR 24-03-TY Page 3
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e Areport on the extent to which U.S. funds have been captured by the Taliban through
the payment of taxes, fees, import duties, or through the purchase of permits, licenses,
or public utility services;

e A performance evaluation on the purchase, transport, transfer, conversion, and use of
U.S. currency for activities in Afghanistan;

e Areport on the Afghan Fund detailed below; and

e Areport on Taliban diversion of assistance, also detailed below.

Meanwhile, SIGAR has recently published several reports addressing the topic of Taliban
diversion and interference, including:

e Status of Education in Afghanistan: Taliban Policies Have Resulted in Restricted Access to
Education and a Decline in Quality (October 2023)

e Emergency Food Assistance to Afghanistan: USAID Has Improved Oversight, But Could
Better Align Monitoring with Increasing Aid Levels (August 2023)

e The Recent Developments section in SIGAR quarterly reports to Congress.

Report on the Afghan Fund

In addition to U.S. funds appropriated for Afghanistan reconstruction since the withdrawal, $3.5
billion of a total of $7 billion in Afghan central bank assets held in the United States have been
transferred to a trust for the benefit of the Afghan people. Announced on September 14, 2022,
the Afghan Fund is a Swiss charitable foundation that aims to protect, preserve, and disburse
these assets. U.S. government officials said the United States’ short-term goal in setting up the
Fund is to “promote monetary and macroeconomic stability.” The long-term goal is to
recapitalize Afghanistan’s central bank. According to State, the Fund is “explicitly not intended”
to finance humanitarian assistance.

While our work is ongoing, we can provide some preliminary observations. First, even after a
year, the Fund’s board of trustees—which consists of a U.S. Treasury official, a Swiss
government official, and two Afghans with backgrounds in economics—is still establishing its
operational procedures and has not yet approved any disbursements. Some general safeguards
exist that could prevent funds from flowing to the Taliban. For example, the Fund’s governing
provisions—its articles of association—specify that board decisions must be unanimous, a
policy that effectively grants any member veto power to prevent monies from being used for
illicit activity. Additionally, an external auditor will conduct an annual audit of the Fund’s
accounts. However, the articles of association contain no specific controls to ensure funds are
not provided to the Taliban.

We also identified several other areas of particular concern, including questions about the
Fund’s future plans and how the Fund’s trustees were chosen and vetted. For example, we
discovered unfavorable past employment information about one of the trustees which had led
to his termination of employment, of which State was unaware, raising questions about the
rigor of the process through which this individual became a co-manager of a $3.5 billion fund.

SIGAR 24-03-TY Page 4
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We also have questions about how the Fund’s board of trustees will handle conflicts of interest.
For example, one of the Fund’s trustees is also a member of the Afghan central bank's
governing body, the Supreme Council. It is not clear whether the Supreme Council is free of
Taliban control and influence or whether this constitutes a conflict of interest in the form of
competing fiduciary responsibilities; it is also unclear who determines whether a conflict of
interest exists or how it is defined. The draft report has been submitted to State, Treasury, and
USAID for comment and will be published in the coming months.

Lessons Learned on Taliban Diversion and Interference

SIGAR is working on a report about the challenges faced by donors, the UN, and NGOs in
getting aid to vulnerable people living under regimes that the United States and other donors
do not recognize, otherwise known as politically estranged countries. While the report will
focus on challenges in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, in order to develop best practices, it will
also examine similar efforts in other countries, including South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen.
The report will document how the United States and other donor countries, as well as
multilateral organizations such as the UN and World Bank, respond to undemocratic regime
changes in countries that receive significant aid. It will also examine the ways in which
politically estranged regimes interfere in aid delivery and divert it to enrich themselves, as well
as the reasons that this interference and diversion is so difficult to detect. Finally, it will make
recommendations about how donors, the UN, and NGOs can better understand and mitigate
interference and diversion to make aid delivery more effective.

Additional Oversight Activities

Audits

Over the last two years since the collapse of the Afghan government, SIGAR has issued 17
performance audits, 11 inspections and evaluations, and 52 financial audits. That work
examined over a billion dollars in funds appropriated to benefit the Afghan people, found
$30,177,172 in questioned costs, and made 149 recommendations to recover funds and
improve program implementation and oversight. That work also found that the Taliban
benefitted from aid and identified issues related to aid diversion and Taliban intimidation.

Our ongoing audits review $550 million in disbursed funds and examine areas including State
and USAID oversight of public international organizations; State and USAID vetting of
implementing partners; State implementing partner agreements with the Taliban; and current
programs to support health and sanitation, economic development, and the prevention of
gender-based violence.

Complementing these efforts, SIGAR has partnered with third-party monitors to help serve as
our eyes and ears on the ground. These third-party monitors provide critical insights into the
work of government bodies and public international organizations, as well as the development
and humanitarian efforts of NGOs. On our behalf, these partners interviewed aid beneficiaries
and program implementers, and visited aid delivery sites. Similarly, SIGAR has reached out to a

SIGAR 24-03-TY Page 5
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broad array of Afghan diaspora communities, from Washington to London to Houston, to glean
insights and expand our interview network in Afghanistan.

Investigations

SIGAR continues to pursue investigations and criminal inquiries into theft and corruption
relating to Afghanistan reconstruction and U.S. government-sponsored programs. Notably, our
investigations work has been looking at the flight of assets and capital by Afghans, including
senior government officials and the politically connected, in the form of hundreds of thousands
of individual wire transfer records for the 18 months prior to the collapse of the Afghan
government.

It is also actively working jointly with other U.S. agencies on six investigations related to Special
Immigrant Visa fraud, primarily regarding falsified letters of recommendation for non-qualified
Afghans in exchange for payment. This work has resulted in the criminal prosecutions of Orlando
Clark, who was sentenced to 46 months' imprisonment and Mike Baum, whose sentencing is
pending in U.S. District Court, District of New Hampshire, on February 4, 2024, for one count of
Visa Fraud. On January 23, 2024, the trial of Jeromy Pittmann (Commander, U.S. Navy Reserves)
is scheduled to begin in U.S. District Court, District of New Hampshire. Pittmann was indicted on
November 28, 2022, on one count each of conspiracy to commit bribery and false writing;
bribery; false writing; concealment, money laundering conspiracy; and aiding and abetting.

SIGAR maintains a robust liaison initiative with various UN agencies that provide humanitarian
aid to Afghanistan. These UN agencies and SIGAR investigators share credible law enforcement
information about fraudulent contracting activities and corrupt individuals and companies
involved in aid delivery. As a result of these efforts, SIGAR has claimed $13,120,000 in savings by
preventing corrupt entities from being awarded UN contracts.

Latest Developments in Afghanistan

Humanitarian Crisis

The UN estimates 70 percent of the Afghan population, some 29 million people, depend on
donor-led humanitarian assistance. Despite the immense need, the UN’s Humanitarian
Response Plan has raised only 34 percent of its funding goal for 2023, as of October 30.
Although the United States remains the largest donor to the plan, having donated over $400
million this year, UN programs have had to decrease aid. The World Food Programme, for
example, was forced to stop supplying monthly food assistance to 10 million people this year.
The situation will only worsen this winter as weather isolates rural areas from aid services.

Human Rights

Human rights abuses are rampant under the Taliban, and their repression of women is
extensive. Since gaining power, Taliban officials have:

SIGAR 24-03-TY Page 6
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e Restricted education for girls past sixth grade, and even third grade in ten provinces;

e Forbidden women from traveling more than 72 kilometers without a male guardian;

e Told women to “observe hijab” preferably by not leaving the home, otherwise a full
coverage dress code is enforced;

e Prohibited women from using gyms and entering parks in Kabul;

e Suspended women from working with the UN and international NGOs; and

e Restricted the types of employment women can have.

The UN Special Rapporteur on human rights in Afghanistan said in a June 2023 report that this
systematic discrimination constitutes “gender apartheid.” In September, UN Under-Secretary-
General Sima Sami Bahous called on the Security Council to codify gender apartheid as a crime
in international law. This is not the first time "gender apartheid" has been used to describe the
Taliban. In 2001, then-Democratic Senate Whip Harry Reid describe the Taliban’s first regime to
the Senate:

“Gender apartheid is not unlike racial apartheid in South Africa where the black majority
suffered appalling human rights violations... It is difficult to imagine a system worse than
apartheid in South Africa. Sadly, this is the case for Afghan women suffering unthinkable
violations of their most basic human rights.”

These dynamics continue under the Taliban’s second regime. The abuses against women are
part of a broad disregard for international norms of governance. The Taliban regime has
replaced the rule of law with its interpretation of Sharia law, which includes such punishments
as stoning and public hanging. For crimes that fall outside the scope of the Quran, there is no
formal guidance, and judgement is left up to the individual district judge. This results in an
unpredictable and volatile system devoid of due process.

The penal system is equally volatile. In January 2022, Taliban leader Haibatullah issued a decree
prohibiting the torture of detainees, but the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
(UNAMA) has accused the Taliban police, directorate of intelligence, and prison authorities of
committing 1,600 human rights violations between January 2022 and July 2023, including
inflicting physical and mental suffering, using extended restraint and solitary confinement, and
putting people to death.

The Taliban regime has also disregarded its earlier promises of amnesty for former government
officials and members of the Afghan National Defense and Security Force (ANDSF). UNAMA
documented at least 218 extrajudicial killings, 144 instances of torture, 14 instances of enforced
disappearance, and 424 arbitrary arrests and detentions of former government officials and
ANDSF members. Those detained reported not being told the charges against them, not being
given access to legal counsel, and being subjected to torture. In some cases, the accused were
killed while in detention.
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Pakistan Deports Afghans

Another crisis is looming for Afghans who fled the Taliban, including many who supported the
United States in our 20-year war. SIGAR warned in its 2023 High-Risk List that a failing U.S.
resettlement program put Afghans at heightened risk either for Taliban retribution in
Afghanistan or insecurity and economic hardship in a third country. After the Taliban takeover,
an estimated 600,000 Afghans fled to Pakistan, where they have been living for two years,
many without refugee status or protections, although temporarily safe from the persecution of
the Taliban. Another 1.7 million Afghans were already in Pakistan, having fled earlier. Some of
the Afghans in Pakistan are eligible for Special Immigrant Visas or referral through the U.S.
Refugee Admissions Program, but processing can take years.

Pakistan has no formal refugee policy; the only related legislation allows Pakistan to arrest,
detain, and deport any non-citizen of Pakistan. On November 1, Pakistan began the first phase
of a new plan in which unregistered migrants are arrested and deported to Afghanistan. The
new policy likely reflects tension over border security. On September 29, 2023, a bomb blast in
Baluchistan Province in Pakistan killed 50 people near a mosque. Pakistan’s authorities have
blamed Afghan terrorist operatives for many attacks along the border this year. Pakistan’s new
deportation plan applies to all unregistered migrants, including those seeking asylum.

The UN Refugee Agency said that Afghans deported back to Afghanistan will be “at grave risk of
human rights violations,” and that the influx of returnees will further overwhelm the
humanitarian system. They have urged Pakistan to reconsider the policy.

Meanwhile, State’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration recently asked U.S. agencies
to choose 10 percent of their most vulnerable U.S. Refugee Admissions Program referrals in
Pakistan for priority processing. We do not know what, if anything, has been done for this
fortunate 10 percent or the other 90 percent of Afghans not included. However, we believe
many of the Afghans SIGAR referred are currently at risk of deportation and being handed over
to Taliban officials, who have issued arrest warrants for them, ransacked their homes, and
threatened their lives.

What the United States Is Doing in Afghanistan

Two years after the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan, the United States remains the
largest donor to the Afghan people. Since that time, the United States has appropriated or
otherwise made available $11.11 billion in assistance to Afghanistan and to Afghan refugees.
This includes more than $2.52 billion in U.S. appropriations for Afghanistan assistance, largely
for humanitarian and development aid, and $3.5 billion transferred to the Afghan Fund. In
addition, the United States has obligated more than $5.08 billion in fiscal years 2022 and 2023
for the Department of Defense to transport, house, and feed Afghan evacuees.

As shown below, more than $1.73 billion of the nearly $2.52 billion appropriated for assistance
to Afghanistan since the end of FY 2021 has gone toward humanitarian assistance, representing
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69 percent of the total. Another $404 million, or 16 percent of the total, went toward
development assistance focused on economic growth, education, and public health.

U.S. APPROPRIATIONS FOR AFGHANISTAN ASSISTANCE
OCTOBER 1, 2021, TO SEPTEMBER 30, 2023 ($ MILLIONS)

Funding Category FY 2022 FY 2023 Total
Humanitarian $1,077.40 $655.97 $1,733.37
Development 217.69 185.85 403.54
Agency Cperations 229.19 56.80 28599
Security 100.00 0.00 100.00
Total $1,624.28 $898.61 $2,522.89

Source: SIGAR Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, Appendix A.

Since 2021, State and USAID have used these funds to restart and begin new programs to
address critical needs of the Afghan people in several key sectors—health, education,
agriculture, food security, and livelihoods. Other programs support civil society and media,
focusing on women and girls and broad human rights protections. These efforts are being
implemented through NGOs, international organizations such as UNICEF and the World Food
Programme (WFP), and other implementing partners. For example, USAID and State have
obligated nearly $826 million in humanitarian assistance in FY 2023. More than half of these
funds, or $422 million, will be disbursed to the WFP to provide emergency food assistance to
millions of Afghans. Other funds are going to protect Afghan refugees, returnees, and other
vulnerable persons, implement life-saving health activities, provide emergency shelter for
displaced and other vulnerable people, and offer courses to build literacy, skills training, and
business knowledge.

In addition, USAID reported that it obligated more than $597 million to the Economic Support
Fund and Global Health Programs account in FY 2022 and FY 2023, supporting 36 active
programs. About a third of these funds, or $194 million, support economic growth and public
health programs. In FY 2023, USAID obligated $49.2 million for three new education programs,
for a total FY 2022 and FY 2023 obligated amount of $97.71 million across six education
programs. Other funds went to support civil society and media programs, provide agriculture
and value chain assistance, monitor ongoing assistance to Afghanistan, and contribute to the
World Bank’s Afghanistan Resilience Trust Fund.

The United States has not yet developed a new integrated country strategy for Afghanistan to
account for conditions in the country since the Taliban takeover. But according to State, current
U.S. priorities in Afghanistan include:

e The welfare and safety of U.S. citizens there;
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e Ensuring the Taliban uphold its counterterrorism commitments, including those in the
February 29, 2020, Doha Agreement;

e Ensuring the Taliban abides by commitments to permit the departure from Afghanistan
of U.S. citizens and permanent residents, Special Immigrant Visa holders, and Afghans of
special interest to the United States;

e Addressing the humanitarian and economic crises in Afghanistan;

e Supporting the formation of an inclusive government; and

e Encouraging the Taliban to respect human rights in Afghanistan, including those of
religious and ethnic minorities, women and girls, civil society leaders, [President Ashraf]
Ghani administration-affiliated individuals, and individuals who were formerly affiliated
with the U.S. government, U.S. military, U.S. nongovernmental organizations, and media
institutions.

Oversight Challenges

As SIGAR reported in our 2023 High-Risk List, since the withdrawal of U.S. troops and the
closure of the U.S. embassy in Kabul in August 2021, the need for proper oversight has only
grown: billions in U.S. assistance continues to flow to Afghanistan to address its ongoing
humanitarian and economic emergencies. With the removal of U.S. personnel, U.S. agencies
lost the ability to directly observe U.S. assistance programs, raising significant oversight
challenges and greatly increasing the risk that aid to Afghanistan will be diverted before it
reaches its intended recipients.

State and USAID have developed alternatives to U.S. government personnel directly observing
the distribution of assistance—most notably by relying on third-party and multitiered
monitoring—but SIGAR has found that these approaches have not worked as intended in
Afghanistan. For example, the closure of the U.S. embassy in Kabul, the collapse of the Afghan
government, and Taliban restrictions on civil society organizations and the media have reduced
the availability of data needed by USAID’s multitiered monitoring partners, hampering their
oversight capabilities. Although agency overreliance on implementing partners self-reporting
has been a challenge for over a decade of SIGAR’s oversight, it has only worsened since August
2021.

Taliban Diversion and Interference

As SIGAR examines how and under what conditions the Taliban diverts or interferes in U.S.
assistance in Afghanistan, several important considerations have become apparent. First, it is
very difficult to quantify the amount of U.S. funds being diverted to the Taliban. After all, a thief
does not publicize how much money he is stealing outright, and the Taliban does not even
publicize how much it is “taxing” the organizations involved in disbursing donor assistance. As
detailed below, SIGAR has attempted to quantify this ourselves.
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Second, even in instances where SIGAR can document attempted or successful diversion and
interference, it is often difficult to determine if these interventions are sanctioned by Taliban
leaders in Kabul or are simply local officials engaging in corruption for personal gain. Blame is
further diffused by the fact that much of this interference is committed by working-level
officials who have retained their positions from the previous regime.

Third, there is a category of diversion that can only really be considered diversion because
donors do not recognize the Taliban as the legitimate authority. For example, the Taliban
routinely requires U.S. and other donor implementing partners to pay taxes, fees, and duties.
Some of these costs are standard expenses for donors providing aid to developing countries,
but the legal obligations of implementing partners in Afghanistan are unclear. Some
implementing partners pay, and some do not. Thus, while these expenses may be politically
controversial, they may not constitute diversion in a strict legal sense. Indeed, the prior Ghani
and Karzai regimes collected such fees and since the collapse of the Afghan government, the
U.S. government has permitted these payments in many cases.

Still, SIGAR is attempting to calculate these costs. For example, we sent a questionnaire to 144
implementing partners working on assistance projects funded by State, USAID, and the U.S.
Agency for Global Media asking about their experiences with Taliban-imposed taxation and
other types of pressure. Our preliminary analysis suggests that 64 percent of the respondents
reported having paid a total of $10.1 million in U.S. taxpayer funds as taxes, fees, duties, or for
public utilities between August 2021 and May 2023. SIGAR is no exception: funds we provided
to our partners in Afghanistan have been subject to taxation by the Taliban regime. Official
reports from State and USAID have confirmed many similar accounts of diversion and
interference, documented in our quarterly reports over the last two years.

In determining future assistance, the U.S. government will need to consider the following three
main risks:
e The financial risk of wasting a sizeable portion of U.S. humanitarian and development
assistance, already amounting to $2.5 billion since the government’s collapse;
e The security risk of U.S. funds reaching a government with longstanding ties to terrorist
groups; and
e The political risk of funding a historic enemy of the United States.

What Diversion and Interference Look Like

Diversion and interference are worse in some parts of the country than in others. They are also
worse in certain aid sectors that are more vulnerable, including food aid, due to the of the
inherent fungibility of the commodities involved.

Our preliminary analysis suggests the Taliban pull from a menu of techniques to interfere in and
divert aid. For example:

The Taliban uses the pretext of regulating aid to divert funds. According to the UN’s Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, the Taliban issued 108 directives seeking to control
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how aid was delivered in 2022—roughly two per week. Other interference has been codified
into Afghan law for many years. The Taliban finalized an NGO Code of Conduct meant to govern
the activities and legal obligations of NGOs, with significant implications for those providing
foreign assistance. This Code of Conduct requires each NGO to register with the Ministry of
Economy and sigh memoranda of understanding with them before any aid project can proceed.
The Taliban then use this requirement as a pretext to coerce NGOs to comply with other
demands, including those outlined below.

The Taliban uses aid as patronage. Taliban officials interfere to direct aid toward their
preferred populations, overruling NGO assessments of where the need is the greatest. Under
the previous Afghan government, aid was concentrated in government-controlled areas,
meaning that it disproportionately served cities. Now the reverse is happening. Areas that were
Taliban-controlled under the previous government, or populated by Taliban supporters, were
once difficult to reach but are now accessible. The Taliban regime is pressuring NGOs to
concentrate aid disproportionately in these places. In the short term this may be helpful, since
it directs aid to populations underserved under the previous government. But if it continues for
years, it will create resentment and sow the seeds for continued conflict. In the words of an
NGO official: “If you want to have peace, the people that you are diverting from will eventually
join to resist you.”

The Taliban demands payoffs to permit the implementation of aid projects. As noted earlier,
NGOs are required to register with the national ministry of economy; they then must register
with the provincial and district levels of the areas where they are working, as well as with the
relevant government official for each sector, such as the ministry of health. Each point presents
the potential for interference and diversion. Before granting permission for an NGO to start a
project, Taliban officials sometimes demand to see the budget, so that they can assess how
large the “tax” should be. One NGO told SIGAR that they create fake documents to share with
the Taliban to avoid or reduce the “taxes” they owe. Another said they hide their projects from
the Taliban, so they don’t have to pay them 10 percent of their budget. One NGO official
described demands for payoffs as being “like going down a staircase, and every single step,
there’s a tax.”

The Taliban is dictating who gets on beneficiary lists. A former UN official described to SIGAR
the tension between humanitarians and regimes over beneficiary selection:

Because starvation is a weapon of war, food aid is part of the war
economy. It also has significant political benefits to the parties to the
conflict who control who receives it. Famine is the physical manifestation
of social and political exclusion. The way that the international
community prioritizes who should receive food aid is the inversion of the
way that the authorities prioritize it in the middle of a war.
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Humanitarians prioritize children, then female-headed households, then

poor families, then the middle class, then traditional authorities and local
officials, and finally the military. But parties to the conflict prioritize their
militaries and authorities first.

Eight aid workers told SIGAR that Taliban officials demand to pick a certain portion of
beneficiaries for each aid program. Some aid workers had ambivalent feelings about this
interference. One implementing partner staffer told SIGAR: “When the Taliban tell us to give aid
to people...they usually need it, because 90 percent of the country is suffering.” Others pointed
out that the previous government also interfered in beneficiary selection.

The Taliban is taxing beneficiaries on the aid they receive. An NGO official told SIGAR that
under the guise of income taxation, the Taliban is extorting money from Afghan teachers and
students who receive international donor cash assistance. As with most of these forms of
interference and diversion, it is not clear who benefits: the individual doing the extorting, the
Taliban ministry of finance, or some combination of the two.

The Taliban is pressuring the UN and NGOs to hire their Taliban members, their relatives, and
allies to help provide U.S. assistance. In response to our tax questionnaire, eight implementing
partners told SIGAR that Taliban officials had instructed them who to hire. In November 2022,
the Provincial Public Health Director of Kandahar issued a letter to all NGOs operating in the
province, instructing them that no agencies could recruit staff without first advertising the
positions through the Public Health Directorate. Likewise, an NGO official working in Helmand
told SIGAR that the local Taliban officials dictate hiring “openly and with no fear at all.” Another
NGO official said her organization had received multiple letters from the Taliban ordering them
to give Taliban soldiers priority in hiring. This is another continuation of practices from the
previous regime, and Hazaras report having been systematically excluded from aid sector jobs
under both governments. This hiring pressure appears to take two different forms: it is either a
sinecure patronage job for staff who never show up, or a means of embedding staff within an
NGO to direct and monitor an organization’s work. At times, embedded staff prove to be critical
liaison officers who help an NGO handle negotiations with the regime. According to one NGO
official, almost every NGO has a liaison or a team of them. A monitoring and evaluation expert
working in Afghanistan says he has seen these staff at UNICEF called “extension officers.”

e The Taliban is pressuring the UN and NGOs to issue contracts to Taliban-affiliated
companies. For example, five NGO officials have told SIGAR that the Taliban forces them to
rent cars and houses from them and to award contracts to Taliban-affiliated companies.
Several people also cited allegations in the Afghan press that the Taliban is trying to prevent
the aid community from importing medicine and, instead, force them to purchase it from
certain Taliban-affiliated companies. A UNICEF official told SIGAR that companies get
contracts to support aid programs because of their relationships with Taliban provincial or
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district governors, upon whose permission the implementation of the program, in the first
place, is dependent. He cited examples of contracts for textbook procurement and logistics
services being directed to Taliban-affiliated companies by provincial or district governors.

e The Taliban is pressuring the UN and NGOs to partner with Taliban-affiliated Afghan
NGOs, and not to partner with others. A recent report by the U.S. Institute of Peace noted
that the Taliban has “encouraged [the] establishment of friendly or even directly sponsored.
.. NGOs.” The same report stated that a humanitarian coordination platform reported that
more than a hundred new NGOs had registered in just one quarter of 2022 alone. Several
NGO officials interviewed by SIGAR confirmed these allegations. An NGO official said there
is a running joke that there are now three categories of NGOs: “international NGOs,
national NGOs, and Taliban NGOs.” Another NGO official said that such complaints should
be taken with a grain of salt, because there were “pro-government NGOs” during the
previous regime as well. The Taliban also prevents UN agencies from partnering with NGOs
that they find unacceptable. Four NGOs working in 10 provinces on UNICEF’s Health
Emergency Response program were dropped by the UN after they were de-registered by
the Taliban. One NGO told SIGAR that all four were run by ethnic Tajiks, traditional enemies
of the predominantly Pashtun Taliban.

While some forms of interference and diversion could benefit an individual, the regime, or
both, other forms are more clearly centrally organized to benefit the regime:

e The Taliban has embedded intelligence officials in UN agencies to supervise their work,
facilitate interference and diversion, and censor reporting about it. The U.S. Institute of
Peace has described the UN as having been “effectively infiltrated” by the Taliban, who they
say influence most UN programming. The same report says that Taliban intelligence officials
regularly monitor and question NGOs. According to an independent monitor hired by the
World Food Programme to help it supervise aid distribution, he was constantly followed by
Taliban intelligence agents. He told SIGAR “WFP’s third-party monitors are not reporting
many of the things | have told you in their reports, because their lives would be in danger.”

e The Taliban may be seizing a percentage of aid as a tax to fund infrastructure. An NGO
official told SIGAR that the provincial governor of Ghor was taxing aid in the province to
fund improvements to the road to Herat in a bid to improve perceptions of the
government’s legitimacy. However, another NGO official in the province argued that this is
just a cover story, and that Taliban officials are pocketing this money.

e Some UN agencies pay the Taliban for providing security for their offices and armed
escorts for their convoys around the country. Three NGO officials, two UN officials, an
implementing partner, and a logistics official all told SIGAR about this practice, and ACAPS, a
nonprofit that specializes in humanitarian aid analysis, has also documented it. It is a
continuation of the security that was provided by the Afghan Public Protection Force under
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the previous government. Nonetheless, it has been controversial among UN agencies and
the broader aid community in Afghanistan. While Afghanistan expert Ashley Jackson
believes that these payments are unavoidable, she also warns that providing armed escorts
to UN convoys sometimes enables the Taliban to engage in protection racketeering and to
coerce UN officials to conduct assessments in their preferred areas, potentially facilitating
diversion to their preferred populations because the UN lacks physical access to
alternatives.

e The Taliban diverts aid to their soldiers. An Afghan civil society activist and a former NGO
worker told SIGAR this is happening in multiple provinces. It has also been covered in the
press and in a report by ACAPS. The former NGO official told SIGAR he knows food aid is
being diverted to the military because it used to be his job to deliver the aid to Taliban
soldiers. He did so under the supervision of Taliban intelligence officers and the threat of
death.

There are incentives for every part of the aid delivery system to cover up diversion and
interference. Communities fear that if they report aid diversion, the Taliban will retaliate, or
they will be punished by having aid withdrawn. Taliban officials fear the same thing and
threaten NGO workers and third-party monitors to keep quiet. An Afghan civil society activist
told SIGAR that it would be unsafe to report Taliban diversion of UN aid to UN agencies,
because “they may immediately report it to the Taliban intelligence unit.” Afghans on the front
lines of aid delivery are often operating under Taliban supervision and risk detention, torture,
or death if they defy them. The UN reported that 26 aid workers were arrested just in the first
eight months of 2023.

Conclusion

SIGAR’s work to date shows there are no good choices for policy makers when providing
humanitarian assistance in an environment like Afghanistan—only trade-offs. Policymakers and
donors need to be comfortable with the idea that accomplishing one objective will likely come
at the expense of another. Many people in the United States and other donor countries believe
that they are sending aid to the Afghan people while bypassing the Taliban. This can be viewed
as a useful fiction, as it reassures donors and the American taxpayers, alike, but ignores the fact
as SIGAR has discovered, that it is impossible to entirely bypass the Taliban regime.

To a large degree, our research confirms that those who control the guns control the aid. It
would appear that the only way to ensure that no aid money reaches the Taliban would be to
eliminate all aid to Afghanistan. Yet this would invite the kind of economic freefall and famine
that the U.S. government and other donors have mostly avoided for the last two years through
considerable humanitarian support. Ending assistance would also wipe out the few gains from
the 20-year intervention that remain after the Taliban’s takeover, most importantly those in the
public health and education sectors.
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So long as the United States continues to provide assistance for the benefit of the people of
Afghanistan, it is paramount to use whatever tools are available to U.S. officials to reduce
Taliban diversion and interference, including strengthening compliance, vetting standards, and
third-party monitoring. Indeed, in a typical aid environment with significant waste, it would be
intuitive to respond by holding the United Nations or World Bank more accountable for how
U.S. funds are used, and to insist that those organizations scrutinize their contractors and sub-
contractors more diligently.

While there is always room for improvement in project oversight, diversion of the nature SIGAR
is uncovering in Afghanistan may not be readily responsive to traditional technical solutions
because diversion and interference are baked into any assistance in these environments. |
would suggest that a better way forward likely rests with U.S. officials acknowledging the
problems our agencies face now in a Taliban controlled Afghanistan and the subsequent limits
of their influence and helping their international and Afghan assistance partners adapt to these
dynamics. Equally important, Congress and the Administration need to look to lessons learned
in prior U.S. and other development programs around the world.

As part of our ongoing work for this committee, we at SIGAR look forward to offering specific
recommendations to U.S. agencies in our forthcoming audits and lessons learned report on this
subject as we finalize our research and analysis.

Thank you for the opportunity to speak here today and | look forward to answering your
questions.
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Chairman McCAUL. Thank you, Mr. Sopko.

From what I understand it’s not surprising the Taliban is divert-
ing funding from the United States into their own coffers including
aid to terrorist organizations?

Mr. SoPKO. I'm sorry, sir?

Chairman McCAUL. I understand from your testimony I'm not
surprised that the Taliban is diverting foreign aid to the people of
Afghanistan for their own purposes which would include funding
terror organizations?

Mr. Sopko. We have heard that and our analysis so far has
shown that.

Chairman McCCAUL. Is there any way to influence bad behavior
with this funding?

Mr. SoPKO. There may be a way to do it but we have not seen
any positive response from the Taliban from us giving that aid.

Chairman McCAUL. For instance, they do not allow girls to be
employed by the NGO’s. Is that something that could be brought
up with the Taliban? Do you think that the funding would have
any influence over that policy?

Mr. SopPko. I believe it has been brought up by our government
and other donors in the U.N. but I do not believe it has accom-
plished anything.

Chairman McCAUL. But perhaps releasing Mr. Corbett—we just
heard from his wife—releasing him from prison. Do you think that
would have any pressure and leverage to release him?

Mr. SoPKO. I cannot speak to that. I have not been involved in
negotiations for any of the hostages’ removal. I have not been in-
volved in negotiations at all with the Taliban so I cannot tell you
for sure.

But all T can tell you is we have not seen any improvement on
the way they treat women, on the way they treat former Afghan
soldiers and officials. There’s been a number of killings of that and
I think this committee may be hearing from General Sami Sadat
later this afternoon or at least one of the subcommittees, and I
think—I met him and have talked to him numerous times.

He'll document the number of people, number of former soldiers
and government officials, who have been brutally slaughtered by
the Taliban. So I do not think giving the aid has affected the
Taliban at all.

Chairman McCAUL. You know, on that point we had Under Sec-
retary of State for Political Affairs Victoria Nuland testify before
this committee and she said, in her words, that there’s not been a
consistent pattern of our Afghan allies, quote, “being murdered by
the Taliban,” end quote. Do you agree with that statement?

Mr. Sopko. No, I do not, and SIGAR has interviewed numerous
former Afghan officials and Afghans who have documented it, and
just last week my deputy just came back—we have a very extensive
outreach program for the Afghan diaspora—and interviewed a
former Afghan civil rights—human rights activist who just gave us
a horrible, horrible explanation of what happened to her brother
and sister-in-law who were brutally shot dead and another brother
who was beaten to death by the Taliban.

So this is something we have heard from many Afghans and I
think corroborating those horrible stories the U.N. just issued a re-
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port this summer that documented over 200 extrajudicial killings
of former government officials and I think that’s an understate-
ment. So I totally disagree with Secretary Nuland.

Chairman McCAUL. So your testimony is that the Taliban is ac-
tively hunting down Afghan partners that we worked with, that
our troops worked with—Special Forces worked with, and they are
brutally torturing and murdering them?

Mr. SoPKO. Absolutely. Absolutely.

Chairman McCAUL. And are they taking the biometrics that
were left behind to identify them?

Mr. Sopko. We have heard that. We have not been able to docu-
ment that. But, unfortunately, we left a lot of biometric and a lot
of other information not only on former government officials but
also on former contractors.

So the question about does the—do the Taliban know who our
former contractors were, well, we have data bases that they have
access to. So it is a very difficult situation for anybody who worked
with us who remain in Afghanistan.

Chairman McCAUL. And to your knowledge what are they doing
with the $7 billion of weapons that were left behind in Bagram?

Mr. Sopko. Well, they’re using them; we know that. They are pa-
rading them around, particularly some of the higher, more sophisti-
cated weapons including some of the helicopters, planes, and other
hardware.

There have been allegations but we have not been able to con-
firm that some of those weapons have left Afghanistan. But I
would only assume from what the Taliban is up to that it’s a buy-
er’'s market for former U.S. weapons. But we have not been able
to document that yet, sir.

Chairman McCAUL. Yes, I tend to agree with you on that.

And finally, what would be your recommendation with respect to
the foreign aid that we are being very compassionate, very gen-
erous? And, you know, from a humanitarian standpoint I want to
help these people who are starving to death but what would be
your recommendation given the corruption?

Mr. Sopko. It’s an awkward situation. I'm an inspector general.
We do not do policy.

Chairman McCAUL. Right.

Mr. SopPkO. I mean, what I'm saying is if the decision—if we do
not give assistance I think the humanitarian disaster that I think
Mr. Meeks and yourself referred to will happen. I mean, people will
just be starving and dying on the street.

Whatever control or influence we have, which I think is minimal,
will disappear if you cut that. But if you are sending the money
what we're saying is let’s learn from experiences around the world
how to do this when we're doing—and we’re doing this in other
countries where we do not recognize the host government or we do
not want to deal with the host government.

So what we're saying is, and these are the reports that we’re pre-
paring for you, sir, and the committee are looking at best practices
and I think you have to include that.

So if you're going to give aid do it smarter because we have very
little oversight and very little control in the country right now. So
that’s what we’re urging.
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Chairman McCAUL. That’s very good advice, sir.

We have votes on the House floor right now, two of them. So the
committee will take a very short recess and reconvene following
votes.

[Recess.]

Mr. WALTZ [presiding]. The committee will reconvene and 1 will
now recognize Ranking Member Meeks for 5 minutes.

Mr. MEEKS. Thank you, and thank you, Mr. Sopko.

Let me ask this, and I'm listening to your testimony and some
of the questions that Mr. McCaul asked. My first question, because
there’s concerns, I hear on one hand that folks are saying we aban-
doned women in Afghanistan and then on the other side saying we
shouldn’t engage to help women and girls with reference to the dol-
lars that we’re giving because we’re giving money to try to make
sure that we help women and girls and not lose some of the things
that we benefit from—that we heard the testimony earlier in re-
gards to Ms. Corbett about getting her husband out. But then at
the same time if we do not engage with the Taliban to get him out
it’s difficult to get him out.

So it seems to me that we cannot have it both ways and I want
to ask you this because I too am concerned about the impact
Taliban control is having on the status of women and girls in Af-
ghanistan and I would be remiss if I did not say I'm also worried
about any diversion of assistance, and I am also concerned about
the potential of undoing the gains that were made during the 20
years that we were in Afghanistan.

So my question would be to you and listening to your testimony
what added oversight mechanisms do you think must be put in
place so that we can continue to limit the funding for things like
girls’ education, access to employment for women and access to
health care so that we can make sure that we're still doing that?
What mechanism would you think we should put in place?

Mr. Sopko. It’s a very good question, and just so you know, I
mean, we are working on a number of requests from the chairman.
We'’re not finished, so these are preliminary analyses we’re doing.

One of the points that we have raised repeatedly is that we—
there’s—we have been relying on international NGO’s like the U.N.
and the World Bank, and although they’re great organizations we
have historically documented and the AID IG has agreed with us
over time—we go back to like the first time I spoke I think before
Congress—talking about the limited access we have to the books
and records and information from the U.N. and the World Bank
and the World Food Organization, et cetera.

So we really need to focus on getting access because these are
international organizations and if you go back to, I think, the stat-
ute passed in 1945 we give them special authorities and we also
in a sense immunize them from normal oversight that AID would
do or State would do if there was a an organization here in the
United States.

So one of the things we’re nervous about is because of the situa-
tion—this is why I talk about this situation is a bad situation.
There are no good answers. There’s no good alternatives.

Because we cannot deal directly with the Taliban, because we do
not recognize the Taliban, because we cannot send American con-
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tractors in there and American employees from State and AID we
have to—we actually are over reliant, I think, on international or-
ganizations who—and, again, if you take a look at the high risk list
report which we issued we just documented there’s a problem deal-
ing with them.

Mr. MEEKS. So that’s why I think it’s important to have USAID
and the State Department here, you know, not to testify, you know,
like as opposed to you or anything but on a separate panel so that
we can hear from them as to what they are doing and what they're
trying to do.

For example, you know, we talk about the Afghan central bank
access which is being held in the United States. The whole fight
is whether or not they would end up in Taliban hands.

But if I understand the mechanism correctly the Afghan Fund
board makes decisions unanimously but the U.S. Treasury has a
seat on the board. So we have some oversight on what’s being uti-
lized there by having a seat on the board that could prevent a
unanimous decision been made. That’s oversight.

But, you know, what’s your assessment of those safeguards and
the impact our presence may have on the ability of the United
States not only to decide what goes where but to direct how the Af-
ghan Fund is used?

Mr. Sopko. Well, Mr. Meeks, you raise a very good point and we
have a report that’s now sitting over at State, AID, and Treasury
for their normal review—it should come out next month, the chair-
man requested it—looking at the Afghan Fund and this—I'm glad
you’re asking that question. I would love to answer more. I know
my time is shortly running out.

But we have some concerns about it. That’s $3.5 billion that
President Biden gave to help the economy of Afghanistan without
going through the Taliban, and a noble cause. We just do not know
how it’s going to be done. I mean——

Mr. MEEKS. That’s why we got somebody on the board and so—
and it’s got to be done unanimously.

Mr. Sopko. Well, we have a question about how they pick the
people on the board and if—in our statement we raise some serious
concerns about one of the people on the board, and I do not want
to mention names in public.

We found some really derogatory information about that person
and, I mean, I know I got super sleuths working for me but this
was like just doing a Google search and when we brought it to the
S}‘:ate Department they said, well, we did not know anything about
that.

So one of the questions we raise is what type of due diligence did
you do to appoint some of the people on the board. There’s another
person on the board who is actually a member of the Taliban cen-
tral bank and there’s no conflict of interest rules in this.

So I would love to talk in more detail. We are seriously con-
cerned. That’s $3.5 billion. Now, that was moved from the Federal
Reserve in New York, moved to Switzerland, following Swiss law.

Now, look, I'm an old country lawyer. I used to be a Federal pros-
ecutor. But when I talk about Switzerland and funding I do not
think openness. So why is the money there and why are we fol-
lowing Swiss law for this?
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So those are questions we’re asking and, sir, I think you are
right on point. We need to look at that and you need to answers
from State, you need answers from AID, and you need answers
from Treasury about why we are doing this and how we’re doing
this.

That organization has been in existence for 1 year. They still do
not have any internal regs and policies. So what have they been
doing for a year?

Those are the questions I think you should ask and we’re happy
to provide them to all members of the committee when you finally
do bring Mr. West and whoever up here.

I would love to have sat with him. I have been trying to meet
with him for—since he was appointed. I have met with every—
they're called the SRAPs, senior representative for Afghan and
Pakistan.

I've met with every one of them under every Administration until
Mr. West. He refuses to meet with me. Now, I do not know why
but that is a problem. So I would have loved to been in here with
him testifying to actually meet the guy.

Mr. MEEKS. I hope you get a chance to—if they're invited to tes-
tify as you have testified today so that we can ask those questions
and get those answers.

Thank you. I yield back.

Mr. WALTZ. Thank you, Ranking Member Meeks.

And T'll state again for the record as the chairman has that both
State and AID were invited today and withdrew their participation,
and it’s notable that you’ve literally never met the man, sitting in
the same building. But thank you.

I now recognize Mr. James for 5 minutes.

Mr. JAMES. Thank you, Mr. Chair, and thank you, Mr. Sopko. We
appreciate your time here and your honesty, your passion.

I remember how President Biden went in front of the cameras
and tried to reassure the world that Afghanistan could hold and
what happened it did not. Clearly this Administration is far from
functional and far from cooperative with the U.S. Congress and far
from transparent with the American people.

This Administration’s failed withdrawal in Afghanistan led to
$7.12 billion in taxpayer-funded military equipment being left be-
hind, thousands of our Afghan allies captured and slaughtered, and
the killing of 13 precious service members at Abbey Gate. We just
heard about Ryan, who feels like he’s being left behind by his gov-
ernment.

Well, I would like to echo the comments from my friend Ranking
Member Gregory Meeks—Representative Gregory Meeks—that
Ryan has not been forgotten. He is not going to be left behind.
We'll do everything that we can to bring him back home safely.

Despite all of this we are still funding Afghanistan—the
Taliban—with $11.11 billion still flowing from the United States
with the gaps and the lack of oversight that you just mentioned.

You said that there’s so much more to discuss. Well, sir, I would
like to hear more about that. I would like for you to continue along
answering the line of questioning that Mr. Meeks asked just re-
cently.
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What additionally do you have along the details that you shared
that you would like to—that you’d like to share in the next three
and a half minutes?

Mr. Sopko. Well, I think the point I would like to make is this
entity, which I assume many of you do not know much about,
which is shocking in and of itself because that’s $3.5 billion that’s
been moved for the benefit of the Afghan people—again, a noble
cause to try to reorganize or help the economy of Afghanistan and
the central bank.

But the appointment of people to it, this fund, I think Mr. West
was quoted as saying that it was not a very open or democratic
process. So we——

Mr. JAMES. And, again, you've mentioned that you work in the
same building with him and you have not seen him yet?

Mr. SoPkoO. No, I do not work in the same building.

Mr. JAMES. Okay.

Mr. Sopko. I do not want to say—he’s at the State part, SRAP.

Mr. JAMES. Okay. But you've made countless entreaties to meet
with him to gain understanding and he has not cooperated?

Mr. SoPkKO. And I've met with prior SRAPs. I mean, no one has
a problem with us talking. We share information. We learn what
they’re—what’s going on and what their issues and we try to help
them.

But the State Department has basically obfuscated and delayed
many of our reports—and it’s not just him, it’s other people at
State—and we have gone out of our way to try to work with them.

But we're still not getting cooperation. Now, we are getting co-
operation from USAID and I must thank the members of this com-
mittee and the members of other committees who have actually
come to our aid on this and USAID has been very responsive. But
we still have problems with the State Department on not just the
fund but on getting material in general.

Mr. JAMES. And so because the State Department is failing all
over the world and particularly with transparency with Congress
and the American people you are being forced to gain your informa-
tion from other sources.

What are some of those other sources and what are—what makes
them problematic? You mentioned the U.N. Could you go into a lit-
tle more detail from some of the areas that you’re getting your in-
formation and what you’re missing?

Mr. Sopko. We still get information from USAID on a regular
basis. We do off the record get information from people at the State
Department. We have an aggressive——

Mr. JAMES. Off the record—sir, why off the record?

Mr. SopPko. Well, because a lot of people just do not want to be
identified as talking to us. Actually, one of the things that State
Department issued and I have—they basically ordered all of their
employees not to talk to us.

Mr. JAMES. Do you have something stating that specifically that
you could share with the committee?

Mr. Sopko. I think we could definitely share that with you, sir.
And in our last protocol that we tried to write with them they—
we asked to include that the department should rescind any prior
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directive to its employees not to communicate with SIGAR and
State Department scratched that out.

Mr. JAMES. And so we have evidence showing that employees of
the Department of State are being directed by their leadership not
to communicate with Congress and the American people?

Mr. Sopko. Well, I'm not talking about—I'm talking about
SIGAR. I do not

Mr. JAMES. Well, we have experienced some of that same lack of
transparency and I think that oversight is exactly what is needed.
It %eems like the State Department feels like they are above over-
sight.

With that, Mr. Chairman, I yield.

Mr. WALTZ. Thank you. I recognize Mr. Bera for 5 minutes.

Okay. Mr. Keating for five.

Mr. KEATING. Thank you so much. I just want to thank you for
your work. It’s been very important work and it’s work that I think
we have to look within the whole 21-year timeframe to really learn
the lessons we have to learn.

How important is it to look over the full 21 years versus taking
snapshot to snapshot when we look at this?

Mr. Sopko. I think it’s very important to look at the whole 20-
year experience there and to also look at our experiences around
the world and that’s where we can learn some lessons because we
do not have all of the knowledge here in the United States and, ob-
viously, not in Afghanistan. That’s what we’re doing for the chair-
man and this committee right now in our reports.

Mr. KEATING. What is the status right now of the U.S. Govern-
ment in terms of recognizing the Taliban formally?

Mr. Sopko. My understanding is that we do not recognize the
Taliban, period, as the government. I think we even refer to them
as sort of like—I do not know what the reference is. We do not rec-
ognize them.

Mr. KEATING. I just want to be clear on that so that it’s very
clear for the record that the United States does not recognize the
Taliban. Just to clear up any conceptions that might have been
coming forth from this hearing.

Also, if you look in the context of 20 years—20, 21 years in this
conflict I also want to draw your attention to, you know, February
29th of 2020 is when President Trump announced that we were
going to withdraw.

My understanding talking to allies there was not a great deal of
notice for that. There was not a great deal of notice with our mili-
tary for that prior to that and, indeed, when that kind of announce-
ment occurs does not that have an effect on how the withdrawal
is going to be conducted from that point forward?

Mr. SoPko. It does, and we have issued reports talking about the
impact of those negotiations on the ability of the Afghan govern-
ment to respond to the Taliban.

Mr. KEATING. So getting back to the importance of looking at this
over that timeframe, it’s important to look through three Adminis-
trations and to look at everything that was done during that period
if we're truly going to learn, which is what the objective of this
committee is from our actions so that some of those actions in the
future will not be replicated.
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In the little time I have left I just want to shift to Pakistan’s role
in terms of counter-offensive but also in terms of the refugee issue.
It’s been uneven, I think, and it’s something that’s critical, I think,
in terms of having them be a participant in this.

Can you just discuss, if you could, take your time and discuss
their role and what they could be doing more and some of the un-
evenness I alluded to?

Mr. Sopko. I think the most recent actions by the Pakistan gov-
ernment have—we have identified as causing problems and that
has to do with—I think it was in October they announced that they
were going to expel all Afghan refugees.

Now, these are refugees. These are millions of people who had
been there prior to the Taliban taking over and since then and, you
know, in our high risk list for 2023 we talked about the problems
with the resettlement program and this caused major concerns be-
cause there are a lot of Afghans who worked for us, who are part
of this SIV program and part of this program to get out of Afghani-
stan and into protection who are covered by that initially.

And I think the U.N. estimates there’s 1.6 million Afghans sit-
ting in Pakistan that are going to be returned. No, excuse me, 1.6
million, I think, Afghans fled. Six hundred thousand are in Paki-
stan.

Now, about 2,500 of those people—plus you got to add their fami-
lies—are waiting for resettlement to the United States. So Paki-
stan just on I believe it was last week said no, we’re not going to
push those people back to Afghanistan and potentially to their
doom but we do not know for sure, and so that’s causing a lot of
concern for us at SIGAR because we have some people sitting
there, too.

And what was a real awkward situation is we got contacted by
the State Department again and they asked all U.S. agencies in-
cluding me, including SIGAR, to basically do a Sophie’s choice—to
give them the list of the top 10 percent and they would try to help
them.

And we did, but the situation where you're asking U.S. citizens
to basically say which 10 percent are going to survive and which—
what happens to the 90 percent and, of course, there was no prom-
ise.

So I mean, I do not want to do a Meryl Streep imitation here
from that movie but that’s what every U.S. Government agency
who had SIVs or other, you know, people who were helping us had
to do. We had to decide and give the names of those 10 percent.

Mr. KEATING. All right. My time has expired.

But I did wish to tell my colleagues I'm leading a letter to the
Pakistani government to try and have them reconsider their ac-
tions they’re taking because fundamentally they're at the crux of
this particular crisis.

I yield back.

Mr. Sopko. Thank you very much. I support that totally.

Mr. WALTZ. Mrs. Wagner, 5 minutes.

Mrs. WAGNER. I thank the chairman for convening this very im-
portant oversight hearing. It’s been stunning so far.
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IG Sopko, I appreciate your time and your many years of service
as Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, or
SIGAR.

I'm tempted to just let you talk but let me just say that more
than 2 years after the utter collapse of Afghanistan, the botched
U.S. withdrawal, SIGAR’s work is more important than ever to en-
sure that more U.S. resources are not falling into the hands of the
Taliban, as we have heard.

It was obvious from day one that the Biden Administration’s
shameful flight from Afghanistan would be a disaster and a hu-
manitarian tragedy and it was.

It was nothing less than a betrayal of our service members and
the brave Afghans who lived and worked and fought alongside
them. We must and we will get to the bottom of this debacle.

While the State Department has done its best to hide the incom-
petence that resulted in U.S. lives lost, our allies betrayed, and
thousands of noncombatants left behind, we are forcing them to
show the American people the evidence, at least I hope we are.

This committee will not rest until the Administration takes re-
sponsibility for its total failure to protect U.S. troops and citizens
like Ryan Corbett still being held hostage for 15 months and that
there 1s accountability.

Mr. Sopko, I just want you to elaborate if there’s anything more
we should know, because I know that last year you informed Con-
gress that the Biden Administration was refusing to respond to
your request for information.

Can you—you talked a little bit about the State Department,
USAID. Can you provide any additional update or examples, sir?

Mr. SopPkoO. I am happy to do that.

First of all, I must say, again, I want to thank this committee,
the members, the chairman, the ranking member for supporting us
and—because it’s helped. USAID is cooperating fully. You know,
God bless them. So we're getting that information. We can use that
information to do our job and to

Mrs. WAGNER. But where are you not getting information?

Mr. SoPko. Department of State. We have 20 outstanding re-
quests for information on ongoing audits with State. Four of these
date to October 2022 and one is more than over a—excuse me,
more than 1 year ago.

Thirteen of the outstanding requests for documents from State
should have been readily available—just give us reports. But they
refused to give them to us and their reason is—and this is very in-
teresting. I'm certain the State Department will come up and tell
you that we are responding to SIGAR. Well, responding is different
than being responsive.

Mrs. WAGNER. Correct.

Mr. Sopko. For example, State Department provided responses
to our request for a description of activities to address gender-
based violence, something which I think Congress should be inter-
ested in and we’re paying money about right now in Afghanistan
and we’d be interested in.

However, State refused to provide us with documents relating to
the funding, the contract awards, or the monitoring reports related
to those activities, and the outrageous thing is their explanation for
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refusing us is those documents related to monitoring and evalua-
tion of these programs are, quote/unquote, “internal.”

Well, for heaven’s sakes, we're auditors. Has anybody ever talked
to an auditor or an inspector general? I do not know what the State
Department inspector general does but you look at internal docu-
ments.

Mrs. WAGNER. Correct. Correct.

Mr. Sopko. That’s what you hired us to do. State Department is
saying we cannot give you anything that’s internal. State refused
to provide those documents and over the last several months my
staff has been trying to negotiate with them to get this material
but it still has not been successful.

Now, as recently as Wednesday, November 8th, State Depart-
ment, quote, “refused to resume full cooperation with SIGAR, re-
fused to permit SIGAR unrestricted access to its employees and im-
plementing partners, refused to rescind the prior directive to the
employees not to talk to SIGAR, and refused to direct its employees
and implementing partners that they are required to cooperate.”

We actually sent them a memorandum and they scratched out all
of those things.

Mrs. WAGNER. Mr. Sopko, my time is expired. I am—I am horri-
fied at this reckless disregard of the inspector general and of you
and the entire process here.

It is just a flagrant disregard of their oversight responsibilities
to Congress and to you through our auditor. So I look forward to
any information you want to share with us. I have a lot of—a lot
more questions, Mr. Chairman, and I will submit them for the
record.

But thank you, and I'm so sorry for what you have been through
by our government.

I yield back.

Mr. WaLTZ. Thank you, Mrs. Wagner.

Mr. Bera is recognized for 5 minutes.

Mr. BERA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

I'm going to continue a line of questioning that my colleague Mr.
Keating started on. I just want to make sure I have the numbers
correct in terms of it was 1.6 million Afghans that were displaced
to Pakistan, 600,000 that remain in Pakistan. Is that correct, Mr.
Sopko?

Mr. SoPKO. Let me look at my numbers. This is the U.N. esti-
mate——

Mr. BERA. Okay.

Mr. SOPKO [continuing]. Not ours. We have not done the account-
ing. More than—oh, I’'m sorry. More than 1.6 million Afghans have
fled Afghanistan since the Taliban takeover. Six hundred thousand
are residing in Pakistan.

Mr. BERA. Okay. And the number I'm most interested in, again,
is of that 600,000 we, roughly, you'd say 2,500 of those plus their
families would qualify for the SIV program?

Mr. Sopko. I think we’re hearing 25,000.

Mr. BERA. Twenty-five thousand?

Mr. Sopko. I'm sorry if I misspoke. It’s 25,000

Mr. BERA. Okay. Twenty-five thousand plus their——
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Mr. SOPKO [continuing]. Are waiting for resettlement and that’s
on various programs to the United States.

Mr. BERA. Okay. So we ought to focus on those folks because I
assume those are individuals who either supported our troops, sup-
ported our mission in Afghanistan over the last few decades, or
have ties and, you know, a reason.

What can we do to—you know, again, we can relitigate the past
and mistakes and things but one thing we can do affirmatively—
and my district, I believe, has the largest number of Afghan refu-
gees in Sacramento County. So a lot of these folks, I imagine, have
ties to my constituents.

For those 25,000 plus their families we have to do right by them.
We have to do everything we can to—these are folks that helped
us. What are your recommendations of what we should be doing to
speed up this process or get them to third countries if Pakistan is
not going to keep them there?

Mr. Sopko. You know, I'm going to go out on a limb on this be-
cause we have not done an audit of the SIV program.

Mr. BERA. Would that be under your purview?

Mr. Sopko. Well, I think somebody asked us in the Congress to
do that and it’s not specifically in our jurisdiction but we offered
our assistance to State and AID and then the State IG decided to
do that. So I think they’re still looking at it.

But one thing I would focus on and, again, when the Taliban
took over the SIV program was saying it would take 26 months to
process an applicant. It has just been reported by the Association
of Wartime Allies that at the current pace that 26 months has now
changed to 31 years.

So it’s either a funding problem or it’s a morale problem or it’s
a not interested problem. I do not know what it is. I have not been
asked to audit it.

Mr. BERA. My guess is it’s a process problem, right? I mean, if
it was the process that was in place prewithdrawal that process
was already incredibly backlogged and going slow.

I can only imagine how much more difficult it is today with lack
of paperwork, lack of—you know, to try to do these clearances.

Again, that said, we have an obligation to, you know, look at
that, think about how we can—certainly the folks that helped us,
supported us, that are at risk if they were to get sent back to Af-
ghanistan I think we have got a moral obligation to do everything
we can. Would you share that?

Mr. Sopko. I agree. And, sir, it’s not only those that worked for
the U.S. Government. It’s the people who believed in the U.S. Gov-
ernment and were independent journalists or were judges or
were—like, in our case we have people who were prosecutors and
police who actually were trying to clean up corruption and those
are people—they did not work directly for us but they believed in
us. They believed in what we were selling and that is rule of law
and those are the people who are equally in dire straits.

Mr. BERA. Well, that’s something this committee, since we have
jurisdiction over some of that process, ought to take a look into how
we can, you know, help those 25,000.

In the few minutes or seconds that I have left could you just com-
ment on regional stability as well in terms of, you know—we do
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worry a little bit about spillover of terrorism and, you know, to
other parts of the region. Certainly Pakistan, you know, had some
of that. Are you seeing it in any other, you know, areas?

Mr. Sopko. Well, you know, we are aware of the regional insta-
bility in that area. We have not done any audit work. So I would
just be reporting on what we’re hearing.

But I think General Sami Sadat, who was one of the best Afghan
generals and one of the most aggressive ones, I think is speaking
before this panel or a subcommittee of this panel this afternoon
and I think he can talk more about that than I can.

He told me—he gave me an earful when I met him as part of our
outreach program and actually we may be coming to your district
because that’s where we're getting a lot of information is from the
Afghan diaspora.

So we're actually trying to set up some meetings out there to
learn more. So I think that’s a useful——

Mr. BERA. Great. Let us know if you’re in the district.

Mr. Sopko. I definitely will. Thank you, sir.

Mr. WALTZ. Thank you, Mr. Bera.

I now recognize myself for 5 minutes.

Mr. Sopko, thank you again for your tireless work over many
years on this issue. If I could just pick up where Mr. Bera was on
the SIV issue.

My understanding—if I'm hearing you correctly, Mr. Sopko, you
would like to audit the SIV program and have been denied that co-
operation or you need to be formally requested by this committee?

Mr. Sopko. Well, look, I think it’s a useful program to look at
but I think the State Department IG said they could do it on their
own so we’d defer to them. We have a process in place which may
not sound like much but we have a process in place to deconflict
with other IGs. State Department said they could do it and we said
we can give you whatever information we can.

Mr. WALTZ. So the State Department can provide—per Mrs.
Wagner’s questions the State Department can provide its, quote,
“internal documents” to an IG but not to your special IG appar-
ently?

Mr. Sopko. Yes, that’s what it turns out, and they were argu-
ing:

Mr. WALTZ. And is that consistent—I'm sorry, they were arguing
what now?

Mr. SoPKO. They originally argued that because Afghanistan col-
lapsed there was no more reconstruction and we told them, well,
the statute—our statute gives us jurisdiction and never really de-
fined reconstruction but looking at all humanitarian programs and
basically all programs that benefited the Afghan people.

Mr. WALTZ. And what’s unique is you can look across the inter-
agency.

Mr. Sopko. That’s the point.

Mr. WALTZ. DoD, USAID, State Department.

Mr. Sopko. That is the point. You hit it, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. WALTZ. Was this—was this your experience with the last Ad-
ministration or the—even the one—even the one prior this lack of
cooperation, the fact that you've never even met? You were hoping
to meet today the SRAP, the special Presidential envoy?
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Mr. Sopko. Well, it’s been difficult. Let’s just say this. We had
gotten, you know, cooperation from the Obama Administration and
the

Mr. WALTZ. Why do you think you're not getting it now?

Mr. Sopko. Well, it may be a legal argument but I think we have
proven that legal argument is not accurate and I think the appro-
priators believe we are—we’re correct and I think committees like
this believe we are.

I do not know.

Mr. WALTZ. Along those lines when you have the acting Deputy
Secretary of State Ms. Nuland testifying that she has no evidence
of our former allies being murdered, prosecuted, essentially hunted
down, do you think that is malicious? Misinformed? Ignorant?

I mean, the clear—I mean, just a quick Google search shows
U.N. reports, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, your
own outreach.

Mr. SoPKO. You know, I think it was—I do not know who—some-
body wiser than me said do not infer evil intent when it could just
be incompetency. I do not know if that was Napoleon——

Mr. WALTZ. Okay. Well, I think we’ll go with best case and com-
ment——

[Laughter.]

Mr. Sopko. Well, yes. Why——

Mr. WALTZ. But I think we have our suspicions.

Mr. Sopko. Mr. Chairman, I do not mean to be flippant but a
lot of times what we have learned is that bad news does not float
?p. People—there are people who want to keep bad news away
rom——

Mr. WALTZ. We have also—I've been around this town, sadly, a
long time and I've seen from top down they make it clear it’s not
hzvelcome and it’s not good for your career to challenge the ortho-

OXy——

Mr. SoPkO. Yes. Absolutely. Absolutely.

Mr. WALTZ [continuing]. And the bureaucracy. Just in the limited
time I have left, on June 9th the U.N. noted that the Taliban is
providing al-Qaeda members with monthly welfare payments and
Afghan passports, which should ring counterterrorism alarm bells
all over the world.

The ministry of interior, as you know, is now run by Siraj
Haqqani, a longtime interlocutor between the Taliban and al-
Qaeda. Have you seen in your reporting how integrated al-Qaeda
ii? Dges this seem accurate? Do you have anything to weigh in
there?

Mr. Sopko. Up to now, sir, we have not. We're aware of the U.N.
reporting but we have not done any independent work on our own
in that area.

Mr. WALTZ. What would be the process to help you do some inde-
pendent work there?

Mr. SopkO. Committee can ask us to do it. I've never refused

Mr. WALTZ. And we also have reported—well, I'll certainly work
with the chairman to ask you to do that. We have reporting of the
U.N.’s reporting. The Taliban is using al-Qaeda training manuals.

There are 30 to 60 senior al-Qaeda officials in Afghanistan, 400
al-Qaeda fighters living in Afghanistan training camps, welfare
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payments, suicide training. So I would certainly hope that your of-
fice would start digging into that.

Mr. Sopko. Well, can I just mention? One thing we have been
digging into and that’s, again, from our outreach program is how
the Taliban are shutting down regular schools and forcing the kids
to go to these super-duper madrassas that are basically focused
on——

Mr. WALTZ. Radicalization.

Mr. SOPKO [continuing]. Radicalization. And actually my deputy
and my staff that were down in Houston were talking to a number
of people and they are particularly concerned about this because
you’re going to have a whole new generation of Afghans who have
been educated on becoming terrorists—Ilittle terrorists—and that’s
our big concern.

Mr. WALTZ. Armed with billions of our taxpayer-funded weapons
and now with taxpayer-funded aid that is being diverted.

Thank you, Mr. Sopko. And I now recognize Ms. Titus.

Ms. Trtus. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you to the witness.

You know, through the course of this hearing we have had some
members say we need more diplomatic relations. Some say we need
less. Some say we should never talk to the Taliban. Some say we
need to bring hostages home.

One thing we do know for sure is we do not have relations now
and as we have created this vacuum China has moved in. So we
have heard about the impact on the region—I do not think you do
much study of that—or the impact on Pakistan.

But let’s talk about China. We have left this vacuum. China has
moved in. They’'ve sent an ambassador to Afghanistan. Could you
talk about how our lack of diplomatic relations gives an oppor-
tunity to China and how—what might be the result of Afghanistan
joining in the Silk and Road—Belt and Road Initiative?

Mr. Sopko. I wish I could. We have not looked at that so I would
just be repeating anecdotal information we have heard. We have
not done an audit on that. China was always interested in Afghani-
stan.

I assumed with the Taliban takeover they continued that interest
and we are hearing anecdotally that they’re involved in—particu-
larly with extractives. But we have not looked into it and we can-
not document why all of a sudden.

But they’ve always been interested in extractives in—even under
the prior regime in Afghanistan.

Ms. Trrus. Well, could you comment on how you foresee the re-
turn of our diplomats to the country and what are the risks of not
going back or some of the advantages of going back?

Mr. SoPkO. Again, ma’am, I have not looked at that. There are,
obviously, risks. The decision of sending diplomats there is a deci-
sion that really is a policy decision beyond my pay grade.

That is a decision made by the Administration or Congress to
recognize and I think basically the president is the only one who
can recognize another country, I believe. So, you know, I cannot
really tell you what are the decision points on that. So

Ms. Trrus. Well, if you have not studied that and it’s not your
pay grade and you cannot get information from the State Depart-
ment what is it that your office does and should continue doing?
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Mr. Sopko. Well, we are trying to find out—we’re doing audits
and investigations on theft or diversion of funds. We are trying to
come up with recommendations and how to do a better job in a
country like Afghanistan where we do not recognize the host gov-
ernment.

Ms‘.) TrTUus. Would you share with us some of those recommenda-
tions?

Mr. Sopko. We will. We'll actually give the report. We’re not
done yet. I started to talk about some of our preliminary rec-
ommendations. One is to use the international organizations less
until you can get better oversight from the various international or-
ganizations.

I refer to a 1945 statute that created them which basically cuts
back the amount of oversight that any U.S. Government agency in-
cluding my office can do. So that’s one thing.

Ms. Trrus. I do not usually think of the World Bank, which you
mentioned earlier, as a NGO. I mean, that’s not exactly what you
think of as NGO’s. But are there any NGO’s that are effective on
the ground outside of that financial world?

Mr. SopkO. There are some NGO’s that are doing work in Af-
ghanistan that are doing good work. The problem with the inter-
national organizations like the World Bank and the U.N. is they
are not actually doing the work. They’re basically just another
layer.

They subcontract to others to do the work. Some are Afghan
NGO’s and some are international NGO’s, and that’s another prob-
lem. You got multiple layers, multiple expense, because of multiple
Administrations. So we’re saying that’s one thing you should look
at, and there’s a number of other recommendations that we’re, you
know, happy to share once we have finished our report.

Ms. TiTus. And when will that be?

Mr. Sopko. Well, we're hoping in the near term in the next few
months. Some of the staff is here. It'll be a few months before
that’s done.

Ms. Trrus. And have you been to Afghanistan? Do you have peo-
ple on the ground there? Is that safe?

Mr. SOPKO. Oh, gosh, no. There’s no Americans on the ground in
Afghanistan. I used to travel

Ms. Trtus. Well, we know one is who’s in prison.

Mr. Sopko. That’s the problem. That’s why we’re not there. I
used to travel all the time to Afghanistan. We used to have doz-
ens—I think we were up to about 50 people at one time in Afghani-
stan in the old days. But nobody there—nobody from the embassy.
Nobody from any U.S. Government agencies are in Afghanistan
right now.

Ms. TrTus. And so most of your information is secondary hear-
say? Diaspora?

Mr. Sopko. Diaspora, secondary. We're interviewing U.N. offi-
cials. We're interviewing World Bank officials. We're interviewing
NGO officials. We have actually done—we do have some inde-
pendent civil society organizations that we’re working with in Af-
ghanistan that are providing us information.

We do get documents, and although we cannot subpoena the
State Department to get documents we do have subpoena authority
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over corporations or NGO’s that are working there. So we get docu-
ments that way.

We also get material by talking to other countries that are work-
ing there. So we have a large, you know, swath of information that
we're getting. We're not getting the internal contract documents
and materials that we would normally get from the State Depart-
ment and that’s the problem.

Ms. Titus. Yes, I heard that earlier.

Mr. McCorMICK [presiding]. The gentlelady’s time has expired.
Thank you.

I now recognize Mr. Perry for 5 minutes.

Mr. PERRY. I thank the chairman.

Mr. Sopko, thanks for your attendance today. Can you tell us
how many Afghan or estimate how many Afghan refugees are com-
ing to the United States through Pakistan or from Pakistan
through the Special Immigrant Visa or U.S. Refugee Admission
Program referrals? Any clue about that?

Mr. Sopko. I do not have that in front of me. I thought I did.
But ——

Mr. PERRY. Well, if your staff can get that even while we’re here
that would be awesome. But I'd like to move on a little bit while
you’re kind of looking for that.

You did explain in your testimony the use of humanitarian aid
but I'm a little bit lost on $5 billion plus appropriated to the DoD
to transport—as it says to transport, feed, and house Afghans in
Fiscal Year 1922 and 1923. Can you tell us what this money was
used for?

Mr. SopkO. We have not audited any of that moneys right now
so I cannot tell you specifically. It’s basically for resettlement.

Mr. PERRY. So is it being used in the United States of America?

Mr. SopPKo. I think most of it is in the United States of America.

Mr. PERRY. Why would it be in DoD if it’s being used in America?

Mr. Sopko. I do not have an answer to that. I can find out and
get back——

Mr. PERRY. Is that the appropriate place for it? Shouldn’t that
be, I do not know, at least in State? Why would it be in the Depart-
ment of Defense? Why was it—why is it their job to pay for trans-
port, food, and housing in the United States of America of Afghan
refugees?

Mr. SoPKO. My staff said initially a lot of those people were on
military bases and that may have been why they—it was charged
to the DoD accounts.

Mr. PERRY. So do you think that all $5 billion—I mean, they’re
not still there, are they? What happens to the rest of that money?

Mr. SoPko. I cannot answer that question right now. I'm happy
to look into that.

Mr. PERRY. Okay. I'd love you to take a look back into that and
I'd also like to know if any of that money is being funneled back
into Afghanistan. And as long as we’re talking about that and I
think you've kind of gotten into that a good bit—I have not been
here the whole time—but it seems to me that the humanitarian aid
that the United States might be sending is it’s unavoidable that it
falls under the Taliban interference or influence, and we continue
to use these tax dollars for some reason in Afghanistan, which pays
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into a corrupt system supporting a regime that is at war with the
United States and essentially killed United States service mem-
bers.

Based on your assessment of what you see from your position—
I know you're not going to Afghanistan and I do not recommend
that you do but our tax dollars sure do—should we cease all assist-
ance until some solution becomes apparent because aren’t we es-
sentially funding our enemy?

Mr. SoPko. I am in an awkward spot and that’s because I'm an
inspector general. As an IG we—no IG should be doing policy. We
do process.

Mr. PERRY. Okay. You pay taxes, right?

Mr. Sopko. I do and I

Mr. PERRY. Okay. Do you want your tax dollars as a guy with
a front row seat to where those tax dollars are being spent—do you
think it’s a good use of your tax dollars to be spent on the Taliban
located in Afghanistan?

Mr. SoPKO. I do not think that’s a good use of tax dollars for the
Taliban.

Mr. PERRY. Okay. Fair enough.

Mr. SoPKO. A certain percentage probably is going to the
Taliban. We know that.

Mr. PERRY. Is that percentage OK? What percentage——

Mr. SoPKO. I'm sorry?

Mr. PERRY. What percentage is, like, acceptable to go to the
Taliban

Mr. SoPkO. You know, I do not know.

Mr. PERRY [continuing]. Who murders children and women and
hates the United States and took our weapons and killed Ameri-
cans. What percentage—like, if we send a dollar how much of that
dollar should go to the Taliban?

Mr. Sopko. I would not set a dollar amount. I do not think any
money should go to somebody who’s trying to kill America or kill-
ing our friends. But

Mr. PERRY. Yes. It'd be easy to solve if we just sent zero, would
not it?

Mr. Sopko. Well, that’s a policy decision that I think you have
to make then——

Mr. PERRY. Well, we're trying to get the information. Let me ask
you this. I think you claim that a hundred new Taliban NGO’s
emerged in Afghanistan during a single quarter in 2022.

What do you suppose the intentions are behind expanding
Taliban—aligned NGO’s and how does it play out with you and the
decision to ban U.N. agencies in Afghanistan from partnering with
NGO’s that the Taliban deems to be unacceptable?

Mr. Sopko. I think that’s a frightening perspective and I think
that’s why we’re sending a warning to State and AID and to other
donors that the moneys may be going up.

Mr. PERRY. Maybe?

Mr. SopPko. You may get a Taliban NGO—if I can just finish,
sir—you may get a Taliban NGO which is, quote/unquote, “helping
women’s rights” which is trying to get money from the U.S. Gov-
ernment.
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Up to now we have not documented any money going to the
Taliban.

Mr. PERRY. You're not going to document it because you're not
there, right? I mean, how are you going to document it?

Mr. Sopko. Well, we can still get information from other people.
Remember, we have people in the

Mr. PERRY. And I'm sure they're all truthful and not——

Mr. Sopko. Well, not all. Not all, sir.

Mr. PERRY. All right. My time has expired. I yield.

Mr. McCorMmICK. The gentleman’s time has expired. I now recog-
nize Mr. Jackson for 5 minutes.

Mr. JACKSON OF ILLINOIS. Thank you very much, Dr. McCormick.

Thank you so much for your time today and your transparency.
Can I ask you one question? Was there a particular reason why the
United States left Afghanistan September 11th, 2021? Was the
date symbolic?

Mr. Sopko. I did not pick—I do not know why they——

Mr. JACKSON OF ILLINOIS. Okay. But 9/11—September 1911.

Mr. SopPko. Yes, it was 9/11.

Mr. JACKSON OF ILLINOIS. Like, I did not know if there was any-
thing.

If there was something that we could pry into regarding the
State Department’s actions how can we help you do your job better
and t{}le interim information that you need from the State Depart-
ment?

Mr. Sopko. Well, I think if this committee sent a bipartisan re-
quest or notice to State that they should be cooperating with us
we're happy to provide you chapter and verse of where there’s a
lack of cooperation. That would be very helpful.

Mr. JACKSON OF ILLINOIS. Okay. We see there’s an acceleration
in the amount of humanitarian assistance that’s needed, that more
children are going into acute care for malnutrition.

What specifically can you add to that to share with us? Is this
going to continue to accelerate? Is it staving off? Is it at a level that
can be managed? Are we able to provide more assistance to curtail
this humanitarian crisis that’s unfolding?

Mr. Sorko. Well, I do not know if the humanitarian crisis—the
humanitarian crisis is going but I think our assistance has not
grown proportionally.

But, again, that’s a decision made by State, AID, and Congress
and the amount of money you want to give. I do not think there’s
been any effect of our assistance on improving the core or the
causes of the crisis in Afghanistan.

Mr. JAacksoN OF ILvLINOIS. Will there be—and under your esti-
mation from the boots on the ground, the general sentiment, how
are Americans perceived in Afghanistan at this moment?

Mr. Sopko. It would be hard for me to say. I know the people
who have left Afghanistan—the Afghans—Ilove us but I cannot
speak for what the average Afghan thinks.

Mr. JACKSON OF ILLINOIS. Could you explain how the—is the
Taliban fulfilling any of their obligations with the agreements that
were left in place?

Mr. Sopko. Many of their obligations they are not following.
There’s some question on their connections with terrorist organiza-
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tions. They have not been following that. They promised to abide
by humanitarian policies on women, children, et cetera. They’re not
abiding by that.

They had promised not to use extrajudicial punishments for prior
government officials or employees or soldiers. They’re not abiding
by that. I can give you a total list of all those promises but they're
not abiding by any of them.

Mr. JACKSON OF ILLINOIS. Thank you so much. I yield back, Mr.
Chair.

Mr. McCorMICK. The gentleman yields. The next gentleman to
be recognized is Mr. Mast for 5 minutes.

Mr. MAST. Appreciate it, Mr. Chairman.

I want to go to some of the—you’ve struck a chord with a lot of
your comments and I think a lot of my colleagues and we appre-
ciate your candid and open nature of conversation with you.

You're an auditor, right? To be frank, a bean counter? Is that——

Mr. SopPkO. I'm a former Federal prosecutor. I'm a prosecutor.

Mr. MasT. Tasked with auditing?

Mr. SOPKO. Yes.

Mr. Mast. Waste, fraud, abuse in Afghan reconstruction—I
would be quantifying that correctly?

Mr. Sopko. That’s correct.

Mr. MAsST. Okay. And in that you used the term never—quote,
“never defined reconstruction.” Is that correct?

Mr. SopPko. Yes. Yes, the statute does not specifically define re-
construction is. You got to take a look at various portions of it.

Mr. MAST. And so that’s the nature—the nature of my first ques-
tion. You're tasked with auditing something. Do you—whether it’s
because of some specific sentence in a document you were given or
because of something somewhere else can you as the auditor define
what reconstruction is?

Mr. Sopko. We have defined it in—basically, if you look at the
statutes, and I'm happy to give you chapter and verse——

Mr. MAST. I'm here.

Mr. SoPKO [continuing]. Defined as assistance to the benefit of
the Afghan people. That’s how we have interpreted it, that’s how
the appropriators have interpreted it, and only recently has the
State Department interpreted it as it does not cover anything else
and does not cover any of the programs in Afghanistan.

Even as specific humanitarian programs that we were auditing
before that the State Department and AID was cooperating with,
once the Taliban took over the State Department said those pro-
grams are no longer reconstruction.

Mr. MAST. So to the best of your knowledge and what you can
recall seeing, reading, being lectured on, whatever, to the benefit
of the Afghan people.

Mr. Sopko. Yes.

Mr. MAST. I'm a firm believer when we look at U.S. policy that
we say in any bit of it, USAID or anything, does our policy support
what we want for each country. I have it written on a board in my
office because we should always, in my opinion, be answering that
question.
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So in your statement there, you know, to support the Afghan
people can you see clearly in anything you've said what we want
out of this for the United States of America?

Mr. SoPkO. Currently? Right now?

Mr. Masr. I'll let you answer it in

Mr. Sopko. Well, right now I think that’s a problem. We do not
really have a strategy articulated by the Administration on what
we're doing in Afghanistan—a specific strategy for Afghanistan. We
used to do that on a regular basis but we have not. Yes. We do not.
We do not.

Mr. Mast. That’s amazing. It’s not the most provocative thing
that you can hear but it is amazing that, you know, we're talking
about whether it’s $11 billion since, you know, this year or $3.5 bil-
lion since this year or whatever the timeframe is we do not have
a strategy, really, an aim for reconstruction other than blasting a
shotgun out there and saying, you know, hopefully one of those
BBs, you know, supports the Afghan people but not an aim to sup-
pﬁrt what the United States of America wants out of that relation-
ship.

Mr. SopPko. It’s correct.

Mr. MAST. I do not know that there’s another question I can ask
you because there’s not an answer. There’s not a specific for you
to give me in that. So I do not——

Mr. SopPko. That’s a problem we have been facing in Afghanistan
I think for 20 years. We did not really know what our objective
was, or changed or it morphed, and that’s very difficult if you're an
auditor or an investigator, particularly if you’re an auditor or if
you're a Congressman.

If you do not know what you want to accomplish how do you
judge you’re getting there? And that’s what we saw on a regular
basis and we have raised that numbers of times that—you know,
we look at inputs, we look at outputs and we look at outcomes.
What’s the outcome you want to achieve by being in Afghanistan?

Now, there may just be a straight humanitarian. We want to
help people not starve to death or die and that may be an articu-
lated objective, and I'm not saying that isn’t a good objective to
have. But that

Mr. MAST. But even that is really—like you said in your com-
ments as well, noble cause. You used the term noble cause to iden-
tify that and that’s true. Noble cause.

But even that we do not do that without the purpose of saying
we want to see a friendly government there or, you know, we want
to see safety in our embassy—we do not have an embassy there.
Or we want to see hostages returned or we want to—like, there is
still an end State in humanitarian support for any entity for the
United States of America and our taxpayers.

I yield back, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. McCorMICK. The gentleman yields. The gentleman Mr.
Sherman is recognized for 5 minutes.

Mr. SHERMAN. There was substantial discussion earlier when I
was here about the withdrawal from Afghanistan. It certainly was
not pretty. But there’s almost no time in history when there can
be a retreat that is nice to look at. It was not nice to look at in
Saigon. It was not nice to look at in Afghanistan.
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One of the intelligence failures was the belief that because the
Afghan army clearly had the capacity to fight against the Taliban
for a 3-month period that they would. The fact is that once we were
withdrawn—withdrawing and everybody expected the Taliban to
take over who is going to give their life just to provide a 3-month
window between our withdrawal and the Taliban’s victory?

Our intel community confused capacity with willingness. But I do
not think that we are going to go back as we analyze this and say,
oh, if we had just done it better it would have been beautiful.

I'll ask our witness you’ve—we have very few tools available to
get Afghanistan to do what we want. We can bomb them. Nobody’s
suggesting that.

We can prevent them from getting other economic relationships
with private sector companies and with the IMF but that undercuts
our effort to help the Afghan people, and we can provide direct aid.
The aid we’re providing is not only a problem for those who focus
on Afghanistan.

I've been advocating for 27 years now that we spend more money
providing nutrition and health and education to the poorest people
in the world and I cannot think of a better way to undermine that
effort than to let the American people know the truth, which is
that the money we send to Afghanistan is in part purloined not
just by the ordinary corruption but also by those who want to fund
terrorism.

Do we have any tools other than to tell the Afghan government
that we will not provide the aid? We can threaten to—we can cut
itbi)fg. We can threaten to cut it off. Any other tools we have avail-
able?

Mr. Sopko. Well, there are certain auditing tools. There are cer-
tain tools

Mr. SHERMAN. There are auditing tools for us to discover how
much of our money is stolen.

Mr. Sopko. Yes.

Mr. SHERMAN. But do we have—and it’d be nice to get a report—
but do we have any tools to get them to stop stealing it?

Mr. Sopko. No.

Mr. SHERMAN. Okay. So if

Mr. Sorko. No. We do not have leverage. We had very little—
we had leverage before. We have no leverage now, really.

Mr. SHERMAN. Now, there’s a limited amount of money that Con-
gress will provide to providing nutrition, health care, and education
to the poorest people in the world. Every dollar we spend in Af-
ghanistan is a dollar we do not spend in eastern Congo or northern
Ethiopia.

Do we—if we were to not spend money in Afghanistan but to
spend more in those other places would we feed as many hungry
people? Would we educate as many people who are desperate for
education?

Mr. SopkO. I cannot answer that. We did not look into that.
Again, that’s a policy decision. I think I told you, and maybe now
it has hit home, that there are no really good choices in Afghani-
stan.

Mr. SHERMAN. Yes. I mean, there’s a tendency when you have
limited resources you just spread them out and say, well, we did
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something here and we did something there. We did something
here. So do not tell us that politically difficult thing, oh, you did
nothing for that.

But the fact is if we did twice as much in eastern Congo and half
as much in Afghanistan we might be helping just as many people
and the advocates for foreign aid tend not to want to have that dis-
c%ssion because they believe we should be doing both and all of the
above.

But Congress is limited. So the one way that we could have some
leverage is if Afghanistan realized that if we cannot make sure the
money is spent well in Afghanistan there are other places we can
spend it.

How much do they care whether this aid gets to their people? Is
even the threat to cutoff aid leverage or are they in favor of igno-
rance and starvation?

Mr. SoPKO. There have been statements made by senior Taliban
officials and, again, one thing you have to realize is the Taliban is
not monolithic

Mr. SHERMAN. I do.

Mr. SOPKO [continuing]. And as you well realize, but there have
been some statements made by some of the, I would say, the
Kandahar Taliban who basically said, we do not really care.

Now, there may be more practical people in other areas of the
country and maybe that’s what we’re trying to reach out to. But
that’s a diplomatic issue that I—we do not really look at.

Mr. SHERMAN. We need to explore whether this money can do
more in Africa. And I yield back.

Mr. McCoRMICK. And the chair also recognizes that when the
gentleman from the other side of the aisle is talking about not
spending money then we should pay careful attention.

With that I recognize Mrs. Young Kim for 5 minutes.

Mrs. KiMm OF CALIFORNIA. Thank you. I'd like to thank the chair
and the ranking member for holding today’s hearing on Afghani-
stan.

You know, it’s been more than 2 years after the withdrawal and
we have seen today a complete reversion of progress on women’s
rights in Afghanistan, and according to SIGAR’s most recent quar-
terly report, the several multilateral institutions and international
NGO’s released a statement arguing the Taliban’s abuses against
women and girls constitute crimes against humanity.

And SIGAR previously noted that education is banned for girls
past grade six. Women and girls are banned from public parks.
Women are banned from boarding a flight without a male guardian
and women are banned from working with NGO’s or the United
Nation.

While USAID does not engage directly in negotiations of MOUs
with the Taliban the USAID does have a policy on MOUs between
the Taliban and NGO’s operating in Afghanistan.

So I'm interested in hearing about this policy with regard to the
protection of women and girls.

Mr. Sopko, does State or USAID require Taliban MOUs signed
by U.S.-funded NGO’s to be submitted for approval before signing?

Mr. Sopko. I believe we have not gotten—taken a real look at
those MOUs but I think AID told us in January of this year that
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th(e)re’s a new mission order allowing implementing partners to sign
MOQOUs.

Mrs. Kim OoF CALIFORNIA. So you have not seen any MOUSs?

Mr. SopPko. Well, provided they are approved by AID and justi-
fied as necessary. So I do not know if my staff has seen any of
those MOUs. Let me just check.

Have we seen any of the MOUs? Yes, we have. Some of my staff
have seen it and we have samples of those MOUs.

Mrs. KiMm OF CALIFORNIA. Well, I would like to see some of that,
too. OK?

Mr. Sopko. Okay. If we can arrange that, yes.

Mrs. KiMm OF CALIFORNIA. Does USAID’s criterion have require-
ments that MOUs do not include prohibitions on women working
with NGO’s? Any staff member that have seen the MOU can you
talk about that?

Mr. SopPko. I know AID is pushing against it. I do not know.
We’'ll have to double check those MOUs to see if they have any-
thing about women.

Mrs. Kim oF CALIFORNIA. Is USAID or U.N. able to enforce pro-
tections for women NGO workers that are implementing U.S. as-
sistance?

Mr. SopKo. I do not believe they can from our discussion with
U.N. officials. I mean, I know they initially shut down all of their
cooperation with the Taliban over that issue. But I believe they
have eventually decided, and I will stand corrected if my staff tells
me otherwise, that it was worth more to get the aid out. So they
have not stood up to the Taliban on that.

Mrs. KiM OF CALIFORNIA. It’s really important that we provide
the protection for women workers there too—the NGO workers. So
I would hope that we can pay attention to that as well.

Mr. Sopko. We're happy to get back to you and more specifics
on the MOU.

Mrs. Kim OF CALIFORNIA. You know, is the U.S. continuing to
fund education initiatives for children past grade six in Afghani-
stan following the ban on girls attending school past this grade
level? And what about the United Nations?

Mr. Sopko. I do not know if we have looked at that. We issued
a recent audit on the education funding but I do not know if we
looked at that time that covered the period of them preventing
them from going beyond the sixth grade.

We'll have to get back to you on that.

Mrs. KiMm OF CALIFORNIA. Oh, gosh. We did not get much infor-
mation out of you today, did we? Well

Mr. Sopko. I do not know if I would agree with that, ma’am.

Mrs. Kim OoF CALIFORNIA. Well, thank you. I yield back the bal-
ance of my time.

Mr. McCorMICK. The gentlelady yields. The gentleman Mr. Stan-
ton is recognized now for 5 minutes.

Mr. STANTON. Thank you very much, Mr. Chair. Thank you, In-
spector General Sopko, for being here today.

As we focus on the withdrawal from Afghanistan and the result-
ing impact I want to thank the many Afghans who did work along-
side U.S. forces and U.S. officials for 20 years, particularly mem-
bers of the Female Tactical Platoon. These courageous women
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risked their lives by doing what male soldiers could not in a major-
ity Muslim country, searching and questioning women and children
in pursuit of Taliban targets during the 2,000 missions they served
alongside Green Berets, Navy SEALSs, and Army Rangers.

Their work to support the United States mission along with their
gender makes them and their families top targets for the Taliban.
Yet, not all of them have been allowed to come to the United States
and of those who are in the United States one-third are still await-
ing asylum.

I will continue to push Congress to pass the Afghan Adjustment
Act, a necessary step toward repaying and saving those who served
alongside the U.S. mission.

Inspector General, I know what you earlier clarified with ques-
tioning from my colleague, Representative Bera, that you do not
have direct jurisdiction to audit the Special Immigrant Visa Pro-
gram.

However, the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Recon-
struction’s most recent quarterly report does include updates from
the State Department regarding the Afghan SIV program.

What steps has the Biden Administration taken to address the
needs of Afghans who did partner with the United States in var-
ious capacities but would not be eligible for SIVs?

Mr. SoPKO. Again, because we have not been tasked to look at
that we have not. We're just reporting what the status is and up-
dating on what we’re—what’s happening that’s significant. We
have not looked into that issue.

Mr. STANTON. What has the Biden Administration done to expe-
dite SIV processing?

Mr. SoPKO. Again, we have not looked at the SIV program spe-
cifically.

Mr. STANTON. Okay. The previous questioner talked about the
impact of Taliban policies—terrible policies as it relates to women.
The Taliban discriminates heavily against women, highlighting the
vulnerability of the Female Tactical Platoon members who are still
in Afghanistan or who have not been granted United States visas.

Are you aware of any actions the international community could
have to compel or motivate the Taliban to lift some restrictions on
Afghan women and girls, particularly limits on education and par-
ticipation in civil society work force?

Mr. SoPko. I know the international community including the
U.N. and United States objected to it. But it was not successful. I
do not have an answer to what could have worked with the
Taliban. I think you have a situation where the current leadership
of the Taliban really do not care what we think about women’s
rights.

Mr. STANTON. Okay. There are reports now that Pakistan wants
to forcibly remove up to 1.7 million Afghan refugees immediately.
What impact might Pakistan’s plan to forcibly remove—what might
be the impacts, excuse me, of Pakistan’s plan to forcibly remove Af-
ghan refugees?

Mr. Sopko. Well, if it includes people who worked with the U.S.
Government or assisted the prior government in doing work it puts
all of those individuals in peril. Just recently the Pakistan govern-
ment announced that their repatriation of Afghans would not in-
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clude people in Pakistan awaiting the SIV or the P-1/P-2 process
to be finalized.

The problem is we do not know if that’s firm. It could change the
whims of the Pakistan government. It also does not really address
the other issue—and, again, I apologize that we have not looked at
the program. We have not been tasked to do it. That it’s going to
take years for those people in Pakistan to either hear a yea or nay
to coming to the United States or another country.

So it causes concern. I think you’re concerned about and we are
too about what Pakistan is doing.

Mr. STANTON. All right. Thank you very much. I have other ques-
tions. I'll submit it in writing and I will yield back.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. McCorMICK. The gentleman yields. Mr. Baird is recognized
for 5 minutes.

Mr. BAIRD. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member,
and, Mr. Sopko, we appreciate you being here.

You know, the vicious attack in August 2021 killed 13 Ameri-
cans, and others have made reference to that but the reason I
wanted to mention this Corporal Sanchez was from Logansport, In-
diana, which was in my district.

And then now Afghanistan faces a collapse of their economy and
they face a humanitarian crisis. Back in April during your testi-
mony to the House Oversight Committee you mentioned that the
State Department and USAID’s refusal to provide SIGAR informa-
tion leaves it impossible to say whether the United States provide
taxpayer dollars to the Taliban or the Afghan terror group.

So here’s my question. Have you received any update and based
on what you've said so far? But have you received any update on
this from either the State or USAID and can you give any clarity
if the United States has given money for humanitarian assistance
to the Taliban or if the Taliban have directed other funds—diverted
other funds?

Mr. SopPko. I think in my testimony and my written testimony
we have documented that the Taliban are receiving U.S. funds. We
have not been able to identify the exact amount, and as I men-
tioned in my statement, you know, thieves usually do not advertise
how much they steal.

We do know they have done that. We have—some of this infor-
mation came from USAID. Some of that information came from our
own hard work of our staff. We have sent out questionnaires to
NGO’s and a vast majority of them have said that they have been
shook down by the Taliban, have given assistance, and some of
that is U.S. assistance, to the Taliban.

We have also documented that the Taliban has forced NGO’s to
give assistance to their friends, their soldiers, and not to give it to
other people, particularly minorities like Hazara.

So we have done a pretty good fair job of doing that. We do not
have the exact amount. I think we identified of taxes and licensing
fees about $10 million for sure we have documented that went to
the Taliban.

We are still working on that and, you know, it may take some
time. But it’s difficult. It’s difficult to get that information.
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Mr. BAIRD. So do they take a tax or a fee on almost everything?
Is that how theyre getting some of that? And then they divert—
in the other cases they divert it all. Is that——

Mr. SopPko. It depends. I mean, there’s sort of a—I do not know
if we—one of my staff, I think, refer to it as sort of a kleptocrat’s
handbook on this—that they’re following everything you can think
of. You got to hire their contractors for drivers. You got to rent the
cars from their people.

So they’re using multiple methods to doing it and that’s the dif-
ficult thing. And, again, I made the statement is it corroborates, 1
think, an old statement that those who have the guns have the aid
and they have the guns and they’re using every attempt.

What was also troubling is that the Taliban have actually infil-
trated the U.N. organization. They’ve infiltrated a number of these
NGO’s by placing their people in it—in those organizations and
that was documented by other organizations, too. So it’s just a myr-
iad of ways that they are trying to get this money.

Mr. BAIRD. Thank you. I appreciate—I appreciate your informa-
tion in that regard, and my time is about up so I yield back.

Mr. McCoRrMICK. The gentleman yields. Mr. Burchett, you're rec-
ognized for 5 minutes.

Mr. BURCHETT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I apologize if my
questions have already been asked. As the 435th most powerful
Member of Congress sometimes that happens. But when I ask
them I want you to respond that it’s very thought provoking even
though you probably answered it three times already, if that’s all
right, sir.

Is there any way that the U.S. can provide aid to Afghanistan
without any of it falling in the hands of the Taliban?

Mr. Sopko. No.

Mr. BURCHETT. That’s what I—like Fred Thompson said, never
be afraid of a one-word answer.

Mr. Sopko. It’s impossible.

Mr. BURCHETT. He was a great communicator. Are you able to
track United Nations funding to the Taliban and if so how much
aid in American dollars?

Mr. Sopko. We're trying to do it—as I did mention before, we
have actually documented about $10 million, and I'm not certain if
this went through the U.N. or other NGO’s but $10 million in fees
and taxes that’s gone to the Taliban.

Mr. BURCHETT. OK, and that is through U.N. dollars that are
American dollars?

Mr. Sopko. Well, it’s American dollars and—you know, yes.

Mr. BURCHETT. Right. Okay. Ten million dollars.

What sort of military equipment is now in the hands of the
Taliban and what do you think the value of that equipment was
when it was left?

Mr. Sopko. We did a report on that estimate of how much mate-
rial was left and it was basically based upon a report done by the
Department of Defense. I do not have the exact figure in front of
me but it’s multiple—yes, $7 billion in equipment and that includes
everything from airplanes to guns to bullets to boots to you name
it. So it’s a massive amount of equipment.

Mr. BURCHETT. Seven billion?
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Mr. Sopko. Billion with a B.

Mr. BURCHETT. Yes, sir. Ten million for United Nations and $7
billion in armaments. Okay.

We have been told that the Taliban has more moderate members
now, which I do not know that I believe that or not. But do you
believe not allowing women and girls out of the house is moderate?

Mr. SoPKO. No, I would not believe it’s moderate. You know, it’s
basically a slave State over there. The women are the slaves. So,
you know, no. I mean, there are moderate compared to—I mean,
it’s like comparing Attila the Hun to somebody else. I mean, it’s
moderate——

Mr. BURCHETT. Yes. You got suicide bombers and then you've got
those that would just, like, you know, take——

Mr. SopPko. Just to kill you the normal way. Yes.

Mr. BURCHETT. A hand grenade kind of thing. Yes, I got you.
Okay. Well, I believe that’s all of my questions. Thank you, sir. I
really appreciate it. You've been very:

Mr. SoPKO. And no one else asked those questions before, sir. Let
me just tell you.

[Laughter.]

Mr. BURCHETT. Is he telling the truth, Mr. Chairman?

Mr. McCoORMICK. As far as I—the chair has recognized, yes.

Mr. BURCHETT. That young lady beside you I trust her. So all
right.

Mr. McCorMmick. With that, the gentleman yields. And with that
I recognize the all-patient Mr. Huizenga matter of fact for seven
and a half minutes. A special privilege.

Mr. BURCHETT. Yes, give him my time, please.

Mr. HuizeNGa. Well, I appreciate that. I do have a 1 o’clock
meeting but my apologies.

Earlier today I was passing a bill through the House Financial
Services Committee dealing with Iran sanctions and that, obvi-
ously, in light of what has happened with Hamas is very impor-
tant.

But one of the lessons that we have learned is about the
fungibility of money and so that’s what I want to kind of pursue,
and my colleague was asking about that equipment value and
those kinds of things that—you know, what was left, literally, on
the battlefield for the Taliban to pick up, and I thought it was in-
teresting.

You had one—earlier one of my other colleagues had—was kind
of pursuing trying to make the point, I think, that, you know, the
U.S. Government does not officially recognize the Taliban as the
government of Afghanistan. That might actually be true but we
also do know that we sure do communicate with them, we sure do
cooperate with them, and certainly we have been sending them
money through various—through various channels and to think
that somehow that’s not fungible is naive, I think, to be generous
with that.

Mr. Sopko, I read a little bit about your background. You were
a former staffer on the Hill, correct?

Mr. SoPKO. Almost 25 years. Almost 25 years. Yes

Mr. HUIZENGA. Former staffers unite——

[Laughter.]
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Mr. HUIZENGA [continuing]. And, you know, at some point some-
times we actually get into some interesting positions. But my point
is you know actually what we’re supposed to be doing, right, which
is oversight, which is holding an Administration accountable re-
gardless of who it is.

You know, SIGAR was created, if I recall correctly, and signed
into law by President Bush. You were appointed by President
Obama, correct? You served through the Trump Administration
and now serving through this Administration and yet if I recall
hearing you earlier this is probably the least cooperative you have
seen the State Department. Is that—is that accurate?

Mr. Sopko. Yes, I would say that. Yes, this is the least coopera-
tive that the State Department has been.

Mr. HuizeNGA. That’s troubling. That’s troubling, and we have
seen it on this committee. You know, in my other committee work
I used to chair the subcommittee that had oversight of the IMF and
the World Bank and it just seems outrageous.

And former Ambassador Representative Wagner was talking
about this. It’s outrageous that this committee and by extension
you—and you and by extension us are getting stonewalled like
that.

It’s our responsibility to get that information from you and from
them. It’s your responsibility to get that information and yet they
refuse to do that.

So that, I think, is going to be a challenge for us moving forward.
I've got—very generous of the chair to grant me some additional
time and because of this patience.

But can I ask one very specific question about the equipment
that has been—has been used? Is there any evidence that any of
that equipment has made its way into battlefields or into countries
in the Middle East or Ukraine?

That has been—there’s been allegations of that. Are you aware
of any evidence of that being the case?

Mr. SOPKO. I'm not aware of any evidence of that and we have
not looked at it either. So we have not—but we have seen the press
reports but we have no evidence.

Mr. HUiZENGA. Well, I guess that would—I've got a request for
you. Please take a look at that and it would be helpful if the State
Department would cooperate on that.

Certainly—and I want to touch on the Afghan board—the Fund’s
board of trustees. There’s four members currently. Is that correct?

Mr. SoPkoO. Four or five? Yes, five. I think five.

Mr. HUIZENGA. Five? Okay. I saw that there was going to be two
that were added. Who are these people? What is—what is their
background?

I mean, we know in the central bank there’s people—there’s at
least three senior Taliban leaders that are currently sanctioned by
the U.N. who sit on their central bank board including the director
and the deputy director.

Mr. Sopko. There are two Afghans that were appointed to the
board. There’s a Treasury Department official and a Swiss official.

Mr. HUIZENGA. A U.S. Treasury

Mr. Sopko. There’s only four individuals.

Mr. HUIZENGA. Okay.
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Mr. SoPKO. One of the Afghan officials is currently—I'm trying
to think his exact title. He on the Supreme Council of the Afghan
central bank. So the question we have about that is is that a con-
flict of interest and is the Supreme Council—this is the Supreme
Council of the current Afghan bank so that’s a Taliban Afghan cen-
tral bank.

Mr. HuUiZENGA. Correct. That would seem like a conflict to me be-
cause if I'm reading this correctly the Afghan Fund could be au-
thorized to release these dollars, correct?

Mr. SoPko. That’s correct. That’s what it’s purpose was.

Mr. HUiZzENGA. Okay. And so—and so they’re going to go into the
DAB, the central bank, which this person sits on, which we know
there are Taliban officials on.

So isn’t it—seem a little bit of a stretch that State Department’s
not aware of this or would not be fighting against that?

Mr. SopPKo. Sir, you know, I have a problem with the whole con-
cept, which Mr. West and no one has really explained to us. How
in God’s name are you going to try to recapitalize the central bank,
which is controlled by the Taliban, without helping the Taliban?

I mean, I—look, maybe I'm just a simple country lawyer from the
Midwest. I'm from Ohio. Okay. But I just——

Mr. HUIZENGA. Despite that I like you.

Mr. Sopko. What’s that?

Mr. HUIZENGA. Despite that I like you, being from Michigan.

Mr. Sopko. Yes, I know. I know. But I used to work for John
Dingell.

But I just cannot fathom it and, again, maybe I've been doing
this job too long. Maybe I've been reading too many audits. But can
somebody please explain that to somebody how the heck are you
going to do it?

Now, maybe this is, again, a mirage like I talk about—a facade.
We'’re helping the Afghans but we’re not helping the Afghans. I do
not know. That’s a policy decision that you all should ask. But I
just do not know how to do that.

Mr. HUIZENGA. But to do that—I agree. But to do that we need
information. You can help us with that but you need information,
correct?

Mr. SopPko. We're giving you as much information:

Mr. HUIZENGA. Yes. No. No.

Mr. SOPKO [continuing]. And this report should be ready for your
perusal in another month we hope.

Mr. HUIZENGA. And I appreciate that, and I believe that you are
doing everything that you can do. But you have—you have given
us chapter and verse about how you have been stymied with your
ability to get that information from State Department and others,
and I'm glad to hear USAID is cooperating more.

And, Mr. Chairman, I appreciate this. I'm going to leave it with
this, because John Dingell actually was very good to me when I
came in in 2010 and he taught me a couple of things.

One of those was he called the tyranny of the vote, which does
not matter who youre with, what you’re doing, or what—how far
away you are. They ring the bells and we have to go.

The other thing that he taught me was the value and the impor-
tance and the constitutional obligation, frankly, we have, and he
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certainly did that with the famous Dingellgrams, holding any and
all Administrations accountable. This—in my opinion, this Admin-
istration has been some of the least accountable when it comes to
this and I think your testimony has buttressed that.

So I, sir, am going to be pledging to work with you to make sure
that this Administration gets you the information you need to do
your job so we can do our job.

And with that, Mr. Chairman, I appreciate your indulgence and
I yield back.

Mr. Sopko. Well, thank you very much, and we’re happy to help
you and any other member of this committee on that.

Mr. McCorMICK. With that the gentleman yields. And with that,
I grant myself an unlimited amount of time——

[Laughter.]

Mr. McCORMICK [continuing]. Because this is an interesting topic
for me and I'm actually very pleased that you're here with us
today. Thank you.

I'm going to revisit what you had said about the weapons and I
know there’s no way to track weapons you do not have your hands
on. In other words, you do not have serial numbers. We cannot
track numbers we do not know.

With that said, we have had our weapons, you know, the M4A1
carbine has been seen in the hands of Hamas and Pakistani mili-
tants over in Kashmir. I'm sure it’s in other places.

In your opinion—this is all theorized but this is based on an edu-
cation—you’re probably one of the more educated people on this
topic—where else could those weapons come from other from—
other than Afghanistan?

And we have pretty tight controls on the other weapons that we
have disseminated throughout the world. Where else could they be
coming from other than the mass weapons storages that we had in
Afghanistan?

Mr. Sopko. Well, I mean, I hate to say that there is another con-
flict going on in Ukraine

Mr. McCorMICK. Certainly.

Mr. SOPKO [continuing]. And we’re shipping weapons like crazy
over there. I do not know if those weapons are the same kind. I
do not—I do not really know. I mean

Mr. McCoRMICK. So on that topic, I happen to be an expert on
that topic.

Mr. SoPkO. Oh.

Mr. McCorMICK. I've been over to Ukraine. I've seen the track-
ing and the serialization ad nauseam. With the scanning process
they have an account for every single serialized weapon—ammuni-
tion for that matter.

So I'm pretty sure we have pretty good accountability there. So
where else could it come from?

Mr. SoPko. Well, just to differ I know the DoD IG has been look-
ing in Ukraine and there are some questions about how good a job
we’re doing. But hopefully it’s improved.

Afghanistan is a likely place. It was a weapons bazaar before and
it’s a weapons bazaar probably now. I do not see any change. The
only difference is is there’s—the government isn’t cooperating. At
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least they used to cooperate with us, the prior Ghani regime, but
it was a total weapons bazaar.

Equipment—now, you’re assuming all the equipment that the
Taliban has they got after they kicked the Ghani government out.
The Taliban—I mean, we were getting information that the
Taliban basically told their people do not buy weapons—we’re get-
ting it already from the Ghani regime.

So there was a lot of weapons flowing out before the collapse of
the Ghani government.

Mr. McCorMICK. Excellent point. As a matter of fact, when you
mentioned the $7 billion that the Taliban got their hands on that’s
just the tip of the iceberg because most of the weapons actually
came from the Afghani government that were basically handed
over when—without a fight.

Mr. SoPko. Sure.

Mr. McCoORMICK. It was turned over. That’s part of the botched
withdrawal that we did. Matter of fact——

Mr. Sopko. Or stolen beforehand. I mean, we did that chapter
and verse on audits about how horrible the accounting was and
DoD’s accounting of weapons was just horrible in Afghanistan.

bSo I hope it’s improved in Ukraine. I have not looked. It’s not my
job.

Mr. McCoRrMICK. I could not agree with you more. As a matter
of fact, I was there in 2016 and the interpreters used to talk about
this all the time, how there was a severe lack of accountability not
just on weapons but on vehicle parts, sending the wrong parts,
oversight in general and accountability once you pointed out some-
thing with your SIGAR or IG.

And I want to point out—by the way, for the uneducated public
in an attempt to educate them on the difference between IG and
a SIGAR, and if you could just kind of break this down.

In your experience did your office receives special hiring authori-
ties from Congress and how that differentiates between the IG and
the SIGAR? If you could explain that real briefly.

Mr. Sopko. Oh, yes. We were given that authority because we're
a temporary agency. So we have special authorities for pay and
special authorities, and when we go out of existence we go out of
existence. Our employees are on a contract—an annual contract or
little bit—I think 13 months so they can get health benefits.

But that’s the—that’s the benefit of having a special IG. We're
temporary. I'm a firm believer in temporary agencies.

Mr. McCoRMICK. And it also has a little more authority, if I un-
derstand correctly?

Mr. SopkO. We can look at the whole of government and that’s
important. That’'s—and I've talked about this before in relationship
to other places in the world. That’s a really helpful situation where
you can follow everybody’s money. The problem is the DoD IG, let’s
say, can only look at DoD programs. AID IG can only look at AID
programs. State can only look at State. And it’s the same thing
with Homeland Security and all that.

We gave the—you gave us the authority to look at any U.S. dol-
lars spent in Afghanistan on reconstruction and—by any agency.
So we looked at the FAA. We looked at the FDIC. We looked at
every agency and they all—there’s common themes. You know, if
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they’re stealing from one U.S. Government agency they're stealing
from another and they’re also stealing from the money given to the
U.N. So you allowed us to look at the United Nations, the World
Bank, and all that, which was a fantastic opportunity.

I firmly believe in whole of government and whole of govern-
ments and you really need to have somebody able to look at that.

Mr. McCorMICK. As do I and that’s why I put an IG in the provi-
sions for the Ukraine.

Mr. SopPko. Oh, did you? Oh, good. Thank you.

Mr. McCorMICK. Yes, I did. So I'm happy about that.

Mr. Sopko. Congratulations. It’s not us but I think that’s a good
point to do.

Mr. McCorMICK. Now, when we look at Afghanistan as it exists
now we could probably agree there’s terrorist training bases there,
correct?

Mr. SOPKO. Yes.

Mr. McCorMmiIcK. I think around 27 is the last count I heard. I
do not know if, you know

Mr. SopPko. I think so. I think the U.N. gave 27.

Mr. McCorMICK. That’s what I've heard also. And the fact that
we're still giving money to a regime that, as you said, and I quote
from an earlier statement, “thieves do not advertise what they
steal.” They probably also do not advertise what they spend their
money on. Would you agree on that, too?

Mr. Sopko. Correct.

Mr. McCorMICK. Okay. So I can safely assume that if you're har-
boring 27 terrorist bases and you've done things complicit with ter-
rorist activities that you're probably—some of that money that
we're literally sending to the Taliban could in fact be used to sup-
port these training facilities?

N Mr. SoPKO. You're absolutely correct, and that’s a concern we
ave.

Mr. McCorMICK. I want to let that sink in to the American pub-
lic. American taxpayer dollars that we work for and we give to the
American government semi willingly are being used to fund ter-
rorist bases, training people to attack Americans and their interest
around the world.

I want that to sink in.

Mr. Sopko. Well, sir, we have not documented that. We have
documented everything——

Mr. McCorMICK. This is a—it’s a clear possibility?

Mr. Sopko. Clear possibility, and that’s the distinction be-
tween——

Mr. McCorMICK. The fact that we allow that possibility to exist
is far beyond egregious. But—well, I'll leave it at that because you
and I agree on this.

Mr. SoPko. But I could say that’s the distinction between the
theft and diversion of the prior regime. That usually just went to
corrupt officials and it may have ended up in northern Virginia or
California where they invested their money, or Dubai.

But we were pretty certain it was not going to terrorist organiza-
tions. That’s the problem. That’s the concern. I said in my state-
ment that this group are a bunch of terrorists and so very likely
it’s going to end up the money being diverted to terrorism.
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Mr. McCORMICK. So we went from corrupt to evil. Great.

As you stated—this is my last question but I think it’s very ger-
mane to what we’re trying to cover today—you stated to the House
Committee on Oversight and Accountability the Biden Administra-
tion has not at all been helpful to you in your investigations and
you said in your testimony, and I quote, “Due to the refusal of
State and USAID to fully cooperate with SIGAR I cannot report to
this committee or to the American people on the extent to which
our government may be funding the Taliban and other nefarious
groups with U.S. taxpayer dollars. We simply do not know since
the Department of State, USAID, the United Nations, and other
agencies are refusing to give us basic information that we or any
other oversight body would need to ensure safe stewardship of tax
dollars,” which supports what we were just talking about.

What can Congress do to reverse that trend and bring back ac-
countability for the very dollars that we’re responsible for and, in-
deed, the safety of our country?

Mr. Sopko. Well, I mean, as I mentioned this to somebody else
who asked the question is, I mean, you know, a formal letter from
the committee—a bipartisan—bipartisan, you know, because that
sends a bigger message—bipartisan letter saying, please, you
know, or provide the information. I do not know if you can do that.
That’s helped in the past.

I think asking State—as I said, USAID has turned around. You
know, they’ve been very helpful now. I mean, I do not mean to
criticize USAID. And that’s in part because of letters from commit-
tees like this. You just need to break through with State. I
mean——

Mr. McCorMICK. So that’s the crazy thing. I've worked with
USAID or I've been over to Bangladesh and I've seen Cox’s Bazar
and I've seen the amazing work they’ve done. They do some amaz-
ing things.

Mr. Sopko. They do.

Mr. McCoRMICK. Almost miraculous things.

Mr. Sopko. They do.

Mr. McCorMICK. What is the deal with the State? Why are they
resisting accountability? Why is the Biden Administration hiding
instead of being transparent what they’re trying to do? Million-dol-
lar question.

Mr. SOPKO. You've got to—you got to ask them. You know, that’s
what I can say. Look, I'm a former prosecutor, and I do not know
if your background you were a former prosecutor or defense attor-
ney or whatever, but

Mr. McCORMICK. I'm just a Marine. Simple Marine.

Mr. Sopko. Just a Marine. Okay. Well, when somebody—let’s
go—TI’ll use Shakespeare, “He protesteth too much.” I always won-
der what motivates people. I mean, if—that’s my personal opinion.
This isn’t an audit and all that. My personal opinion is same with
yours, what are they trying to hide.

I mean, is it worse than we have already uncovered? I do not
know. I remember—I think it was Joe Dunford, another Marine,
who I remember telling me—he says, you know, John, every time
you come here you uncover a rock and something ugly comes out
so how do we stop that.
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And he did not try to stop me. He said, how do we stop it before-
hand, and I created a program to try to do that. These are the type
of questions—these are type of things that we used to deal with the
State Department and AID and State and we used to help them
to stop the ugly things from crawling out underneath the rocks.

If you do not identify the problem you’re never going to fix it and
that’s my concern.

Mr. McCorMICK. Amen. Thank you.

With that, I thank the witnesses for his valuable testimony and
the members for their questions. The members of the committee
may have some additional questions for the witness and we’ll ask
you to respond to these in writing.

Pursuant to the committee rules, all members may have 5 days
to submit statements, questions, and extraneous materials for the
record subject to the length limitations.

Without objection, the committee stands adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 1:07 p.m., the committee was adjourned.]
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INFORMATION SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD FROM
REPRESENTATIVE CONNOLLY

“Examining the Biden Administration's Afghanistan Policy Since the U.S. Withdrawal”
House Foreign Affairs Committee
November 14, 2023, 10:00am
HVC-210
Rep. Gerald E. Connolly (D-VA)

After years of negotiations with the Taliban by his predecessor that excluded the Afghan
National Government, President Biden made the difficult yet courageous decision to end the
longest war in U.S. history. 2022 marked the first year this century that no American
servicemembers lost their lives in Afghanistan. The administration conducted the largest airlift in
history, a herculean effort that evacuated approximately 120,000 American citizens and allies in
just a few short weeks. While oversight over the calamitous withdrawal from Afghanistan is
necessary, our critiques must be equally fair. This committee must not substitute oversight over
the withdrawal for oversight over the entire 20-year engagement.

In 2019, former U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan Ryan Crocker argued that by not
insisting on the inclusion of the Afghan government in negotiations, “we have ourselves
delegitimized the government we claim to support.” By entering into a misguided “peace
process” that forced President Biden to acquiesce to Taliban demands, the Trump administration
bears substantial responsibility for the chaotic withdrawal. It was Secretary Pompeo, not
Blinken, that met with the Taliban co-founder Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar to broker a flawed
withdrawal agreement that former National Security Advisor HR. McMaster characterized as a
“surrender agreement with the Taliban.”

The Trump administration actively undermined the Afghan government while it
strengthened the hand of the Taliban. In 2020, the Trump administration pressured the Afghan
government to free five thousand Taliban fighters, many of whom later played central roles in
retaking the country. In the wake of his election loss in 2020, President Donald Trump ordered a
potentially catastrophic immediate withdrawal of all U.S. troops from Afghanistan and Somalia,
but according to testimony released by the congressional January 6th committee, senior officials
never followed through on the plan. Notwithstanding the dangerous and tumultuous handling of
negotiations by the Trump administration, President Biden accomplished what President Trump
set out to do and finally withdrew American troops from Afghanistan, ending the longest war in
U.S. history.

I do have serious concerns, however, about how the withdrawal was planned and
conducted, and how the United States processed and evacuated at-risk Afghan civilians. For the
last 20 years, our servicemembers, non-profit organizations, and government contractors in
Afghanistan have relied on the assistance of Afghan employees. Whether serving as security
guards, translators or drivers, the success we did manage to achieve in Afghanistan would not
have been possible without their help, despite what it meant for their safety. Even after the
Taliban, Al Qaeda and ISIS-K no longer had a significant presence in Afghanistan, the men and
women who assisted Americans were still met with threats from those who remained loyal to
terrorist organizations. My office submitted over 22,000 names to the State Department for
assistance and is still working diligently to get these people and their families to safety in the
United States.
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As many at-risk Afghans remain in Afghanistan or third countries, the United States must
do all that is within its power to help those who assisted us during the 20-year engagement. The
Biden Administration has done what is within their power to streamline immigration and refugee
processes eviscerated during the Trump administration. For years, before the fall of Kabul,
Republicans had intentionally pushed to shift resources away from conducting SIV interviews to
create a massive backlog of SIV applicants. Then Trump anti-immigration expert Stephen Miller
stated the goal plainly, "Resettling [Afghans] in America is not about solving a humanitarian
crisis; it’s about accomplishing an ideological objective to change America.” When President
Obama asked Congress to increase the SIV cap in 2016, Senate Republicans rejected the effort.
During the final 300 days of the Trump Administration, not a single SIV interview was
conducted at U.S. Embassy Kabul.

I'was proud to join my colleagues in cosponsoring the Afghan Adjustment Act, which
would provide work permits and a path to permanent residency for the thousands of Afghans left
in limbo after they entered the United States on humanitarian parote. For any outrage that comes
from Committee Republicans, 1 hope they direct it to the former Republican Ranking Member of
the Senate Judiciary Committee, Chuck Grassley, who blocked the Afghan Adjustment Act from
coming to a vote on the Senate floor. Passing the Afghan Adjustment Act must continue to be a
critical and immediate bipartisan priority for the Congress.

With the Taliban now firmly in control of Afghanistan, we are seeing the reemergence of
the Afghanistan of the 1990s. On December 21, 2022, the Taliban reneged on their promise to
the international community and began to enforce its ban on women attending any education
beyond the 6™ grade. A number of internationally recognized humanitarian organizations that
frequently operate in war-torn countries announced they would be forced to suspend operations
in Afghanistan after they were no longer permitted to hire Afghan women. President Biden
should be lauded for demonstrating the United States over the horizon capabilities when he gave
the order to strike and kill Al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahri, though his presence in
Afghanistan demonstrated the organization’s longstanding preference for Afghanistan to regain
strength and eventually plot and launch attacks against the United States. The humanitarian
situation remains dire, and that was why Senator Merkley and I took action to urge the State and
Treasury Departments to help Afghans at risk of starvation.

Now we need to conduct a thorough assessment of the entirety of our involvement in
Afghanistan to provide a full accounting of Trump’s deal with the Taliban that preceded the
withdrawal, what we did right in response, and most critically, what we did wrong. It won’t be
easy to acknowledge our failures, but it’s what sets us apart from the rest of the world. 1look
forward to hearing from today’s witnesses about their assessment of our involvement, and how
we should recalibrate to support the people of Afghanistan moving forward.
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ADDITIONAL MATERIALS SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD

November 14, 2023

Chairman McCaul, Ranking Member Meeks, Members of the Committee, thank you for
providing me this opportunity to be with you today to share my family’s story.

My name is Anna Corbett. Iam the wife of Ryan Corbett. We have been blessed with three
children, Ketsia, Miriam, and Caleb. Our children have brought incredible joy to our lives.

I am here today because our family is in crisis. My husband, Ryan, has been wrongfully detained
by the Taliban in deplorable and inhumane conditions for 461 days. His crime? Beinga U.S.
Citizen in Afghanistan.

Il share more about Ryan’s conditions and his treatment in a short while. First, allow me to
share about our lives and what led us to Afghanistan, now more than a decade ago.

We are American citizens, but we are also citizens of the world. We believe that every human
life is sacred, whether someone was born in a country devastated by decades of war, or here in
our Nation’s capital. We are also people of faith. Our faith has inspired us to a life of service to
others.

And so, in 2010, our family moved from Minneapolis to Kabul to work with NGOs in support of
humanitarian projects. During this time, we came to believe that the lives of local families could
be dramatically improved by empowering them to start and run their own businesses.

To that end, in 2017, Ryan started a business-consulting and microfinance company called
Bloom Afghanistan. Bloom’s mission was to equip the Afghan people with the tools, education,
and capital needed to build and maintain successful small businesses. Ryan took the time to learn
the local language, Pashto, and connected deeply with his clients and their families. As a result,
dozens of Afghans were able to start their own businesses with micro-loans and Ryan’s
coaching.

I understand it may sound unconventional, but we loved our community, we loved our lives of
service, and we saw much opportunity to better the lives of the Afghan people.

Then, as is well known, in mid-2021, the Taliban’s re-emergence changed everything - for
Afghanistan and for my family. Our family evacuated on August 17. This was a difficult time,
having to leave behind our home, our community and our lives there. Yet despite our own
personal anguish, we felt deeply that we could and should continue to support those we left
behind, including Ryan’s employees.

That is why, in January of 2022, Ryan returned to Afghanistan to make sure he could keep the
business going and to pay his local employees. He returned to New York without incident,
feeling encouraged that his business was welcome in the country by the authorities who renewed
his visa.

Unfortunately, in hindsight, this trip created a false sense of security. During Ryan’s subsequent
business trip to Afghanistan in August of last year, he, a European colleague, and two local
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partners were detained by the Taliban. These colleagues were each released by the end of 2022,
but Ryan continues to be held without charge.

As you can imagine, every day of these past 15 months has been a living nightmare for our
family. Until now, I've suffered outside the public eye while awaiting progress that hasn’t come.
Yet I cannot remain quiet when 1 fear so deeply for Ryan’s welfare and, with winter setting in,
his very life.

Since Ryan was taken 15 months ago, he received one visit from our protecting power, in
January 2023, and T had a single six-minute phone call with him in May.

What little we do know about Ryan has come from other western citizens who have been
released. Ryan is being held in a 3 by 3-meter basement cell with other western detainees. He
eats little, other than scraps of greasy goat and fat. He is held in solitary confinement for weeks
at atime. Ryan must seek permission to access the bathroom, and this, too, is limited. He is
taken outside for sunlight only once a month for mere minutes.

We recently learned that Ryan has been fainting and experiencing seizures. He is often
threatened with physical harm. He is told by his captors that he is forgotten and that his country
doesn’t care about him. And why wouldn’t he believe it, when other westerners have come and
gone so much faster than he? The impact on his mental health is unspeakable.

Meanwhile, our family has done our best to adjust to life in the U.S. Our children transitioned
from homeschooling to public school. Our children played soccer and basketball for the first
time, and my oldest daughter was voted into Homecoming Court and learned to drive.

Milestone birthdays have come and gone - including a sweet 16 and Ryan’s fortieth - all while
mourning not just the absence but the uncertainty of Ryan’s condition and what he will be like
when we finally see him again.

We are grateful for the efforts that the Special Envoy for Hostage Affairs, Ambassador Roger
Carstens and his office have made to bring Ryan home and for their near daily support. We are
also appreciative of the bi-partisan support in Congress to help recover Ryan, in particular from
you, Chairman McCaul; our local Representative Congresswoman Tenney; and Leader Schumer
and Senator Gillibrand. You have truly been our champions.

We are in communication with the White House and are thankful for the National Security
Council’s direct engagement and look forward to meeting with them this afternoon.

Despite these efforts, we have been unable to even secure regular health and safety visits for
Ryan, much less to progress efforts to secure his release.

Ryan’s detention is a tragedy for our family. It is also a tragedy for the U.S. - that someone could
be held simply for being an American. I know there are engagements to bring Ryan and other
Americans like him home — but, for us, the process has gone on for 15 months, with no clear
path, only one phone call, and one brief welfare visit.
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I am thankful to live in a country where both sides of the aisle are united on prioritizing the
health, safety and return of Americans wrongfully detained abroad. I am confident that bipartisan
support in Congress will expediate bringing Ryan, an American citizen, home. We can all agree
how important it is to bring my husband and my children’s father back home to New York.

I'm speaking now to the Taliban. Please end this. Please end hostage diplomacy. Idon’t know
what it will take, but I need Ryan back. Our children need him. We need reassurance that Ryan
will live long enough for this all to be resolved.

My husband was trying to do a good thing for the people of Afghanistan. Now he is suffering

and so are we. We know that the U.S. and Afghanistan cannot move forward while American

citizens are being wrongfully detained for political ends. I promise you that my famity will not
stop advocating for Ryan until he is released.

Thank you, committee members, for allowing me to share our story and for helping us bring
Ryan home.
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Ryan Corbett family
New York, United States of America

January 6, 2023 1401/10/15
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Delawar Corbett son of Ryan Corbett (a>)

Contact: bloominfol2@) com
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Ryan Corbett family

New York, United States of America
January 6, 2023 1401/10/15

To the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, the most respected Hibatullah
Akhundzada, and other respected leaders and officials.

My name is Caleb Corbett and I am the son of Ryan Corbett. I was born in Kabul, Afghanistan in 2010
and was given the name Delawar Khan. I know he was very brave man, and I wish to be like Delawar

when I grow up. I am very proud of being born in Afghanistan and consider myself partly Afghan.

I am extremely sad that you have detained my father since August 10 of this year. I love Afghanistan and
enjoyed living in Kabul and Jalalabad very much. I lived in Afghanistan almost 12 years.

Respectfully, I wish to ask you “Why you are holding my father?”

He is a very good man. My father came to the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan to help serve the wonderful
people.

Please be merciful with him since God is with us and excuse any mistake he made, it was never his intent
to do wrong or harm anyone.

Please have mercy on us now and release him so we can be reunited as a family. My family and I would
be very grateful and give praise and honor to God upon his release.

Your people taught me a proverb which expresses the relationship I have with my father.

A son is the heart, a brother the eye's pupil, a grandson the bone's marrow
r4e e Ju"““:‘é&,ﬁ""‘:dJﬁJJ U BEPATEN

Our family misses my father every minute of every day. The sorrow of separation is a very difficult load
to bear.

Therefore, with respect, 1 plead for you to let my father come home to his family. I know there is a path to
the top of the highest mountain.

I am appealing to you to release my father now. While we love and respect the people of your country, I
desperately need my father home. We love and follow God and pray for you and your family.

Respectfully, L/()/ Z,cuvf,d/r \\/}’Mvﬂ (/%&ﬂ"/

Delawar Corbett son of Ryan Corbett (Rahim)
Contact: bloominfo12@gmail.com

This letter is being delivered to respected leaders of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.
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RESPONSES TO QUESTIONS SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD

Questions for the Record: November 14,2023
House Foreign Affairs Committee Hearing
“Examining the Biden Administration’s Afghanistan Policy Since the U.S. Withdrawal”
Representative Crow

Question 1:

Congress created the Office of the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction to
provide independent oversight of Afghanistan reconstruction projects and activities through the
FY2008 NDAA. Mr. Sopko, can you please tell me how your office defines ‘reconstruction’?

SIGAR Response: Under SIGAR's authorizing statute (Section 1229 of the NDAA for FY
2008), SIGAR is required to oversee “the treatment, handling, and expenditure of amounts
appropriated or otherwise made available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan and of the
programs, operations, and contracts carried out utilizing such funds . . . .”! Subsection
1229(m)(1)(B) defines the term “amounts appropriated or otherwise made available for the
reconstruction of Afghanistan” to include amounts appropriated or otherwise made available for
any fiscal year for the reconstruction of Afghanistan under-

"(i) the Economic Support Fund;

(ii) the International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement account; or

(iii) any other provision of law.” [Emphasis added]

The catch-all phrase “any other provision of law” could not be any broader. It clearly means that
any funds used for Afghanistan reconstruction are within SIGAR’s jurisdiction. The legislative
history of the phrase “any other provision of law” shows that Congress intended it to include, but
not be limited to, amounts appropriated or otherwise made available to the following:

“(i) Operating Expenses of the United States Agency for International Development.

(ii) Economic Support Fund.

(iii) International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement.

(iv) International Affairs Technical Assistance.

(v) Peacekeeping Operations.

(vi) Diplomatic and Consular Programs.

(vii) Embassy Security, Construction, and Maintenance.

(viii) Child Survival and Health.

(ix) Development Assistance.

(x) International Military Education and Training.

(xi) Nonproliferation, Anti-terrorism, Demining and Related Programs.

(xii) Public Law 480 Title II Grants.

(xiii) International Disaster and Famine Assistance.

(xiv) Migration and Refugee Assistance.

(xv) Operations of the Drug Enforcement Agency.”?

* Section 1229(f)(1).

2 See Senator Lautenberg’s amendment to Sen. Amendment No. 2011 to H.R. 1585, the Senate bill that led to the
NDAA for FY 2008, 153 Cong. Rec. S11907, S11909 (Sep. 20, 2007). The Lautenberg language was later changed
to “any other provision of law” [§ 1229(m)(1)(B)(iii), as enacted] so as to ensure that no form of assistance to
Afghanistan was inadvertently omitted.
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In sum, the phrase “any other provision of law” means that any funds used for a reconstruction
purpose are within SIGAR’s jurisdiction, regardless of the fund or account from which those
funds derive. That includes “development assistance” and assistance commonly referred to as
humanitarian aid, such as “child survival and health,” “international disaster and famine
assistance,” and “migration and refugee assistance."

Section 1229(i) of SIGAR's enabling statute provides still further clarification of the term “the
reconstruction of Afghanistan” as it applies to SIGAR’s jurisdiction. Under Section 1229(i)(2)
SIGAR is required to report quarterly on, among other things, the following:
“any major contract, grant, agreement, or other funding mechanism that is entered into by
any department or agency of the United States Government that involves the use of
amounts appropriated or otherwise made available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan
with any public or private sector entity for any of the following purposes:
(A) To build or rebuild physical infrastructure of Afghanistan.
(B) 7o establish or reestablish a political or societal institution of Afghanistan.
[for example: the Afghan Fund to recapitalize the Afghan central bank]
(C) To provide products or services to the people of Afghanistan.”
[i.e., humanitarian and development aid].

Question 2:

Mr. Sopko, does your office have a clear process for delineating between funding for
‘reconstruction,” and that for ‘humanitarian assistance’ or ‘development,’ for example?

SIGAR Response: It is clear from the NDAA provisions discussed in the answer to your prior
question that Congress used "reconstruction" as an umbrella term encompassing all forms of
assistance to Afghanistan, other than U.S. combat operations. For the purpose of SIGAR's
duties, the statute makes no distinction between aid described as "humanitarian assistance",
"development assistance", "public works", "recovery assistance", "economic assistance",
"infrastructure rebuilding", or any similar term. That is not surprising, as that is how the concept
of reconstruction has been viewed historically. A prime example was the Marshall Plan for the
reconstruction of Europe and Japan following World War I1.3

Question 3:

SIGAR’s enabling law says SIGAR oversees amounts appropriated or otherwise made available
for any fiscal year for Afghanistan’s reconstruction under the Economic Support Fund, the
International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement Account, or “any other provision of law.”
Mr. Sopko, how does your office interpret “any other provision of law”? Do reconstruction funds
include funding from the State Department? From USAID? From DOD?

SIGAR Response: It is difficult to imagine a broader expression of SIGAR jurisdiction than the
phrase, "any other provision of law." As explained in detail in the answer to Question 1, above,

3 For a detailed scholarly discussion of the concept of "reconstruction," see Post-Conflict Economic Reconstruction,
Encyclopedia Princetoniensis, https://pesd.princeton.edu/node/586.
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it is clear that "any other provision of law" as used in the NDAA for FY 2008 was intended to
include all forms of assistance to Afghanistan, except for U.S. combat operations.

Further, SIGAR's primary statutory duty is to oversee “the treatment, handling, and expenditure
of amounts appropriated or otherwise made available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan and
of the programs, operations, and contracts carried out utilizing such funds . . ..” In other words,
SIGAR has "whole-of-government" jurisdiction defined by funding for Afghanistan. This differs
from agency inspectors general, whose jurisdiction is limited to the activities of their own
agencies. As aresult, SIGAR has the duty to oversee Afghanistan assistance provided by the
State Department, USAID, DOD, and any other federal agency that provides it, as well as
assistance provided to Afghanistan by international organizations using funding contributed by
the U.S., such as the World Bank and the United Nations.

Question 4:

Mr. Sopko, in your office’s most recent quarterly report, Table F.10 outlines “U.S.
Appropriations made available for Afghanistan Reconstruction and Post-Withdrawal Assistance
FY2002 to September 30, 2023.” This table includes funding for — security, development,
humanitarian, and agency operations. Mr. Sopko, does your office actively include all of these
funds in your calculation of the outstanding appropriations made available for reconstruction?

SIGAR Response: Table F.10 (page 135 of the quarterly report) shows the cumulative
appropriations for Afghanistan reconstruction made for all funding accounts from 2002 to
September 30, 2023. The majority of these funds have been spent. Figure F.1 (page 118 of the
quarterly report) shows the funds appropriated to the six largest active accounts, as well as funds
to other assistance and agency operations accounts related to Afghanistan reconstruction
following the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. Table F.2 (page 120 of the quarterly report)
shows the amount of appropriated funds that remain available for disbursement, as of September
30, 2023.

Question 5:

Mr. Sopko, does your office include Afghan Central Bank funds in your calculation of funding
appropriated or otherwise made available for Afghanistan’s reconstruction?

SIGAR Response: Yes. At the time of the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021,
approximately $7 billion in Afghan central bank funds was on deposit in the Federal Reserve
Bank of New York and other U.S. banks. The $7 billion was subsequently frozen by President
Biden and consolidated in the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. In September 2022, the U.S.
government established a Swiss charitable foundation called the Fund for the Afghan People
(referred to as the Afghan Fund), and capitalized the Fund with $3.5 billion of the frozen Afghan
central bank assets. The purpose of the Fund, according to its articles of association, is to
“protect, preserve, and disburse” the assets it holds “for the benefit of the Afghan people.”
According to the Departments of State and Treasury, the United States’ short-term goal in setting
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up the Afghan Fund is to “promote monetary and macroeconomic stability;” the long-term goal
is for unused monies to be used to recapitalize the bank.*

The $3.5 billion in Afghan central bank assets frozen by the U.S. and transferred to the Afghan
Fund is not money appropriated by Congress. However, it is clearly money "otherwise made
available" by the U.S. for the reconstruction of Afghanistan, thereby falling squarely within
Section 1229(f)(1) of the NDAA for FY 2008. As discussed in response to Question 1, under
Section 1229, SIGAR has the duty to oversee the establishment of the Afghan Fund, its
operations and activities, and its use of the money made available to it by the U.S. government.

Question 6:

SIGAR, according to its authorizing statute, is to terminate 180 days after the date on which the
amount of funds made available for “the reconstruction of Afghanistan” is less than $250
million. Mr. Sopko, can you share the total dollar amount of outstanding appropriations that your
office counts toward ‘reconstruction’? When do you anticipate meeting this milestone?

SIGAR Response: As of September 30, 2023, the most recent available information, the total
amount of funds made available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan that have not yet been
disbursed was $1.457 billion in appropriated funds, plus $3.5 billion of other funding. While the
amount of money appropriated or otherwise made available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan
has declined significantly since the Taliban takeover in August 2021, Congress has continued to
appropriate funding for Afghanistan. Since the Taliban takeover, Congress and the
Administration have appropriated or otherwise made available $11.11 billion in assistance to
Afghanistan and to Afghan refugees.’ As long as Congress continues to appropriate additional
funding for Afghanistan and the Administration continues to make funds available for
Afghanistan, it is unclear as to when the $250 million mark will be reached.

Question 7:

Mr. Sopko, what work, if any, is your office doing to prepare for the eventual termination of
SIGAR?

SIGAR Response: SIGAR has begun work on a transition plan for the eventual termination of
the agency. In addition, we recently began planning for the "final forensic audit report on
programs and operations funded with amounts appropriated or otherwise made available for the
reconstruction of Afghanistan," required by Section 1229(0)(2) of the NDAA for FY 2008.

Since the Taliban takeover and the decline in U.S. assistance to Afghanistan, SIGAR has reduced
its staff by approximately 45 percent, reduced its budget proportionally, and reduced its office
space. In addition, the committee report accompanying S. 2438, making appropriations for the
Department of State, foreign operations, and related programs for the fiscal year ending
September 30, 2024, directs SIGAR to “submit a report to the appropriate congressional

4 Joint Statement by U.S. Treasury and State Department: The United States and Partners Announce Establishment
of Fund for the People of Afghanistan, press release, September 14, 2022.

® See SIGAR Quarterly Report, Oct. 30, 2023, at pp. 5-6. https://www.sigar mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2023-10-
30qr.pdf.
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committees on steps SIGAR would need to take to sunset by September 30, 2025” within 90
days of the enactment of S. 2438. We are preparing the plan required by the committee report
and will submit it to the appropriate congressional committees even if the final appropriations
bill is not enacted, since we believe that we should be prepared and keep Congress and the
Administration informed.

Question 8:

Mr. Sopko, prior to the U.S. withdrawal, SIGAR auditors interviewed U.S. personnel in-person
as part of the process of overseeing reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. How is SIGAR
conducting audits without the ability to be on the ground in Afghanistan?

SIGAR Response: SIGAR has extensive experience adapting its methodologies and approach to
conducting oversight throughout Afghanistan despite it being a non-permissive war zone for the
first 13 years after SIGAR’s establishment, and for the last two years since the withdrawal of
U.S. government personnel from the country. For example, SIGAR has adjusted its approach to
oversight during, and as a result of, U.S. military drawdowns, the consolidation of U.S. bases,
and the steady shrinking of U.S.-provided security and medical “bubbles” from 2014-2021. The
biggest change to SIGAR’s ability to conduct oversight since the U.S. withdrawal in August
2021 has been the lack of access to governing authorities and their records. We previously
worked closely with various components of the Afghan government throughout our
investigations and audits, largely because much of the assistance provided by the U.S.
government prior to the withdrawal was direct assistance to the Afghan government. The U.S.
government no longer provides direct assistance to a government in Afghanistan,

We maintain access to sources and sites within Afghanistan though our nearly decade-long
relationship with Afghan civil society partners who act as third-party monitors. These partners
conduct on-the-ground fieldwork at the direction of SIGAR. They provide critical oversight
services, connection, and insights into the de facto government bodies, international
organizations, and NGO efforts on the ground. The information we receive from our partners and
through our own direct outreach are primarily from officials with agencies, implementing
partners, public international organizations, and beneficiaries. Such sources represent the facts,
perspectives, and eye-witness accounts of staff from international organizations (i.e., UN staff)
and the NGOs working in the country, and the Afghans receiving assistance. Regardless of
whether the information comes from inside or outside Afghanistan, we work to verify and
corroborate the information through multiple sources to ensure its reliability. If we cannot verify
the information, we then qualify or attribute the information to the source provider. SIGAR vets
and compares the information it receives from its interviews, partners, and NGOs with State,
USAID, and international organizations reporting to corroborate facts. SIGAR also closely
monitors and verifies its partners’ work and information through weekly meetings, routine
correspondence, verification of GPS/time-date-enabled imagery, and sampling of financial and
translation records received. SIGAR also vets and compares the information it receives from its
partners with State, USAID, and international organizations reporting to corroborate facts.
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Questions for the Record for SIGAR John Sopko
Submitted by Ranking Member Gregory Meeks
Full Committee Hearing:
“Examining the Biden Administration’s Afghanistan Policy Since the U.S. Withdrawal”
November 14, 2023

Question 1:

In your recent quarterly report, you quote research by Dr. Asfandyar Mir published in 2022. He
also published a piece in mid-August of this year where he made recommendations for U.S.
policy. Those recommendations include maintaining the international coalition withholding
normalization of ties, having a channel of engagement with the Taliban to both explore areas of
cooperation and communicate red lines, and maintaining deterrence through robust over-the-
horizon activities. Are there other aspects of counterterrorism cooperation that you think the U.S.
should pursue with Afghanistan?

SIGAR Response: SIGAR’s legislative mandate does not extend to counterterrorism policy.
However, SIGAR does report on current political and policy-related issues regarding the security
situation in Afghanistan. For example, SIGAR’s October 2023 Quarterly Report discusses the
growing presence of foreign terrorist fighters in Afghanistan, the Taliban’s alignment with terror
groups like Al Qaeda and Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and the Taliban’s strategy to
counter Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K), which is the most serious threat to Taliban rule and the
most serious external threat emanating from Afghanistan to the United States and its allies,
according to the UN Security Council Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team and
the State Department.! SIGAR will provide an update on the security situation, including the
status of various terrorist entities, in its January 2024 Quarterly Report.

Additionally, SIGAR’s 2023 High-Risk List has a background on terrorist operating bases in
Afghanistan, while SIGAR’s 2021 High-Risk List, issued before the collapse of the Afghan
government, warned of the increasing dangers of multiple violent-extremist organizations and
subordinate groups if U.S. forces were no longer in country to provide counterterrorism support
and to train, advise, and assist Afghanistan’s security institutions. This culminated in a question
for policymakers: What impact will the reduction of U.S. and Coalition forces and of
reconstruction funding have on the counterterrorism mission in Afghanistan??

The UN also continues to evaluate the situation in Afghanistan, including its security
environment. Pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679, an independent assessment on
Afghanistan was submitted to the Security Council on November 9, 2023, and made public on
December 6. The report concludes that “the status quo of international engagement is not
working,” and that it doesn’t serve the needs of the Afghan people, nor the concerns of
international stakeholders. The report offers recommendations to help address Afghanistan’s
challenges and improve stability and security in a more coherent, coordinated, and structured

! SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, pp. 39, 41.
2 SIGAR, 2023 High-Risk List, pp. 38-39; SIGAR, 2021 High-Risk List, pp. 13, 21.
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manner.> SIGAR has not assessed the merit of the recommendations, nor independently verified
the data in the report.

Regarding counterterrorism, the UN Secretary-General previously identified addressing the
presence of terrorist organizations in Afghanistan as a key priority during the meeting of special
envoys held in May 2023.* The November 2023 independent assessment noted that under current
conditions, Afghanistan could become a base for transnational terrorism and extremist
ideologies, but that a shared desire for national and regional stability is a “fundamental common
ground and basis for international engagement.”>

The assessment reported that international stakeholders acknowledge Taliban efforts to counter
terrorism, especially against IS-K, but that other groups including Al Qaeda and TTP continue to
operate from and shelter in Afghanistan.® According to the report, the Taliban have shown
“limited responsiveness to international engagement on the presence and treatment of such
groups.” While the Taliban have enforced some control and containment measures, the report
noted these efforts do not satisfy the concerns of at-risk UN member states.” In order to mitigate
threats, regional stakeholders concerned with destabilizing violence advocate for stronger border
management and security controls, which requires further cooperation and technical assistance
from both regional and international stakeholders.®

For the full report, see:
https://Junama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/2023 11_sg_special_assessment_report.pdf

Question 2:

SIGAR’s latest quarterly report notes that humanitarian assistance is an important stabilizing
force in Afghanistan’s economy. What do you see as the potential consequences for the Afghan
economy if the assistance stopped?

SIGAR Response: As SIGAR reported in its October 2023 Quarterly Report, humanitarian aid
is a stabilizing force for the Afghan economy following two years of extreme economic
contraction under the Taliban.® Afghanistan has received $1.48 billion in humanitarian assistance
in 2023, as of November 29, of which the United States is the single largest donor, having
provided $359 million.'

3 UN Security Council, Report of the independent assessment pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679 (2023),
$/2023/856, 11/9/2023, pp. 1-2.

4 UN Security Council, Report of the independent assessment pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679 (2023),
$/2023/856, 11/9/2023, p. 4.

3 UN Security Council, Report of the independent assessment pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679 (2023),
$/2023/856, 11/9/2023, p. 3.

6 UN Security Council, Report of the independent assessment pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679 (2023),
$/2023/856, 11/9/2023, p. 7.

7 UN Security Council, Report of the independent assessment pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679 (2023),
$/2023/856, 11/9/2023, p. 8.

8 UN Security Council, Report of the independent assessment pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679 (2023),
S/2023/856, 11/9/2023, p. 8.

 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the U.S. Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 44.

19 UN Financial Tracking Service, Afghanistan Summary, accessed 11/30/2023.
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Two-thirds of Afghanistan’s population, some 29 million people, rely on humanitarian assistance
to meet their basic needs.'! Nearly 40% of all aid dollars are spent on food security programs.'?
The UN’s World Food Programme estimates 15.3 million people are acutely food insecure in
Afghanistan.'® This dependence on humanitarian aid has only grown due to repeated
environmental shocks such as the earthquakes that killed and displaced thousands in Herat
Province in October, and the influx of hundreds of thousands of vulnerable returnees being
deported from Pakistan.'#

If humanitarian assistance decreases, the UN predicts Afghanistan’s economic outlook will be
“very difficult,” as pressure increases on the exchange rate and inflation, making it even more
difficult for Afghans to buy food.'* Although the Taliban has made marginal economic gains,
experts consider Afghanistan in a state of “fiscal crisis,” vulnerable to inflation, a deepening
banking crisis, and unstable regional economics.'® At present, there is limited growth potential
for the economy.” According to the most recent World Bank report, economic challenges have
prompted more household members to seek employment, particularly the more marginalized like
youth and women. However, this has driven unemployment rates higher due to insufficient job
opportunities. The forced return of Afghans from Pakistan is further straining the job market.'®
At the same time, Afghans lack any sort of economic safety net. According to the United Nations
Development Program, the vast majority of the Afghan population is in crisis, having been
subjected to multiple shocks such as natural disasters and the massive reduction in GDP
following the Taliban takeover.!® As a result, most economic coping mechanisms have been
depleted. Few have savings, property, or income-generating equipment. In 2022, 91% of
households listed food as their primary concern.?

As the population continues to grow, GDP per capita declines.?! UNDP says that humanitarian
assistance is critical in easing the effects of the widening poverty gap.?? If humanitarian aid is
stopped entirely, it is unclear how 29 million or more people would access basic lifesaving goods
and services.” According to UNDP, the poverty gap will not begin to close until Afghanistan
has major infrastructure development to reduce the impact of natural disasters and provide
protection. A stable economy will also need private sector growth, foreign investors, institutional

' WFP, Afghanistan Situation Report, 10/2023, p.1.

12 UN Financial Tracking Service, Afghani S y 2023, accessed 11/30/2023.
13 WFP, Afghanistan Situation Report, 10/2023, p.1.

!4 Analyst conclusion; WFP, Afghanistan Situation Report, 10/2023, p.1.
15 UNDP, Afghanistan Socioeconomic Outlook 2023, 4/18/2023, pp.2-3.
16 UNDP, Afghanistan Socioeconomic Outlook 2023, 4/18/2023, pp.2-5;
Monitor, 10/31/2023, p. 2.

17 World Bank, Afghanistan Economic Monitor, 10/31/2023, p.2.

1 World Bank, Afghanistan Economic Monitor, 12/4/2023, p. 2.

19 UNDP, Socioeconomic Outlook 2023, 4/18/2023, pp. 1, 4-5.

20 UNDP, Socioeconomic Outlook 2023,4/18/2023, pp.4-5.

2 UNDP, Socioeconomic Outlook 2023, 4/18/2023, p. 5.

22 UNDP, Afghanistan Socioeconomic Outlook, 4/18/2023, p. 6.

23 Analyst conclusion based on World Bank, Afghanistan Economic Monitor, 10/31/2023, pp.2-3.

5.
World Bank, Afghanistan Economic
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reforms, and engagement from the international community, all of which are limited by current
Taliban policies that contravene international human rights norms.*

Question 3:

Humanitarian assistance necessarily goes to places where governments are unable to meet the
needs of their people, and often in countries whose authorities are politically estranged from the
United States. From your time leading SIGAR’s efforts, what are some of the best practices for
USAID and State to ensure their work can continue without giving undue benefit to the Taliban?

When we were working with the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, were you
also aware of instances where assistance money also ended up with the Taliban? Why do you
think that happened?

SIGAR Response: Our research has shown that a high degree of coordination is necessary
between donors, UN agencies, and NGOs in these contexts. Although challenging to achieve,
such coordination is essential to ensure that the aid community understands and can push back
against the regime’s inevitable efforts to divert aid. The current situation in Afghanistan shows
us that this coordination needs improvement. Since the Taliban takeover, donors have sidelined
themselves, making the UN the face of the international community. However, divisions and
competition between different UN agencies have allowed the Taliban to negotiate with each UN
agency in isolation, giving the Taliban the upper hand.

In Afghanistan, approximately 67 percent of post-August 2021 U.S. aid has been routed through
the UN and the World Bank’s Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF). Neither UN
agencies nor the World Bank do their work themselves. Instead, they fund NGOs to implement
interventions such as food aid and livelihood support. As SIGAR has repeatedly noted, UN
agencies tend to act as pass-throughs (or intermediaries) with little incentive to stop the flow of
funding even when problems arise. This is just one of the concerns SIGAR has noted for U.S.
government over-reliance on the UN, World Bank and other international organizations.

Intense competition among donors over funding creates pressure to continue operating in the
face of extreme demands, such as the Taliban ban on women working on the aid response.
Negotiating with the Taliban in silos has created a situation in which UN agencies too often
participate in a “race to the bottom” by quickly acceding to this and other Taliban demands.
Donors should seek to build consensus on exactly what kinds of interference and diversion they
will not tolerate, and to clearly communicate that.

To answer the second part of your question: interference and aid diversion are not unique to the
Taliban regime. Over the last 12 years, SIGAR has documented extensive diversion of U.S.
assistance by the Karzai and Ghani regimes, and some aid was diverted to the Taliban. For
example, subcontractors on USAID’s Local Governance and Community Development program
were paying “protection taxes” to the Taliban of up to 20 percent of project values. USAID’s
Office of Inspector General has corroborated our concerns and recently has identified guarding

24 UNDP, Socioeconomic Outlook 2023, 4/18/2023, p. 6; UN OHCHR, “Afghanistan: UN human rights experts
denounce idea of ‘reformed’ Taliban.” 8/14/2023.
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against diversion in USAID’s humanitarian work with the UN as one of its top management
challenges for 2024.

Diversion is a common problem in all aid recipient countries; it is not limited to regimes
unfriendly to the United States. However, diversion by the Taliban is more problematic because
several of their senior leaders are under sanctions by the United States, the UN, and other donors
due to their involvement in terrorism. This includes Sirajuddin Haqqani, the Taliban’s interior
minister. Multiple sources have told SIGAR that the UN is paying a battalion of the Haqqani
Network, Badri 313, to provide security at their bases and armed escorts for their convoys.
Ultimately, it is impossible to completely prevent interference and diversion but it is SIGAR’s
position that it is possible to do a better job of understanding and mitigating these risks.

Question 4:

OFAC General License 14 related to Afghanistan, issued in September 2021, specifically allows
“payment of taxes, fees, or important duties, or the purchase or receipt of permits, licenses, or
public utility services” that are incidental to providing humanitarian assistance. How do you
think the issuance of these general licenses has impacted the U.S. ability to support critical
humanitarian assistance needs? Would we be able to continue providing humanitarian assistance
at current levels without those licenses in place?

SIGAR Response: Given the breadth of control that the Taliban and the Haqqani Network have
over the economy and social institutions of Afghanistan, the sanctions exceptions granted by
General License 14 and the other General Licenses issued by the Department of the Treasury
have facilitated the ability of U.S. government, non-governmental organizations, and private
parties to provide humanitarian and other assistance to the people of Afghanistan. Assuming the
sanctions against the Taliban and the Haqqani Network remain unchanged, it is unlikely the
United States could provide the current level of assistance in the absence of General Licenses.

Question S:

You said in previous testimony to the Committee on House Oversight and Accountability that
you could not assure the American taxpayer we are not currently funding the Taliban. That’s a
pretty dramatic statement, could you clarify what you mean by that? Is it primarily referring to
indirect benefits that are in fact covered by the General License or was it simply a statement that
you really could or could not assure us of something because it is hard to prove a negative?

SIGAR Response: As noted in my written statement of April 19, 2023, to the Committee on
Oversight and Accountability,

“due to the refusal of State and USAID to fully cooperate with SIGAR, I cannot report to
this Committee or the American people on the extent to which our government may be

funding the Taliban and other nefarious groups with U.S. taxpayer dollars. We simply do
not know since the Department of State, USAID, the UN and other agencies are refusing
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to give us basic information that we or any other oversight body would need to ensure
safe stewardship of tax dollars.”?®

As indicated above, my comments in April concerning the flow of U.S. taxpayer funding to the
Taliban were based on the refusal of State, USAID, and the UN at that time to fully cooperate
with SIGAR’s requests for the basic information needed to assess whether tax dollars are being
misused in Afghanistan. I agree that my statement was “pretty dramatic” but as I mentioned at
the April 19" hearing as well as the recent hearing that you attended, the obfuscation, delay and
intransigence of those entities were highly unusual in my nearly 12 years leading SIGAR and
close to obstruction of my statutory responsibilities as an independent inspector general. In
particular, as I recently testified in response to your colleagues’ questioning, State’s responses
since the beginning of the current Administration to SIGAR’s legitimate requests for information
have been the worst I have seen in my experience as an Inspector General, as well as my nearly
twenty years as a congressional staffer for both Senate and House committees.

The good news is that since that hearing, and probably as the result of my testimony and the
strong support of the committee and other members of Congress, my office has received
information from State, USAID, and the UN, as well as information from people with direct aid
experience on the ground in Afghanistan. This cooperation has also improved since my
testimony on November 14th. The information we are now receiving suggests the Taliban is
diverting or otherwise benefitting from a considerable amount of U.S.-funded assistance to
Afghanistan. As stated in my written remarks of November 14, 2023, to the House Committee on
Foreign Affairs, there are several challenges to assessing the full extent of that diversion.?
However, my office is working to calculate the costs. We have an active audit and one active
review concerning these and related matters, both of which were initiated in response to a request
from the Chairman of the Committee on Foreign Affairs.2” We hope that with the continued
support of members such as yourself, this cooperation will continue and allow us to give a more
fulsome response to this and other questions concerning Taliban influence over US assistance to
Afghanistan’s citizens, including a possible comparison between the Taliban and Ghani/Karzai
diversions.

Question 6:

In your July quarterly report, SIGAR noted that at the time of your testimony before the
Oversight Committee, “SIGAR had received numerous allegations of Taliban diversion and
inadequate protection of humanitarian assistance programs.” Since the withdrawal, how has your
ability to conduct oversight and verify allegations like the ones SIGAR has described changed?
Do you have access to sources within Afghanistan, or are you now mostly reliant on people
outside of the country? What mechanisms you are using to verify the second and sometimes
third hand information you receive from Afghans and other sources living outside of the
country?

2 hitps://oversight.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/SIGAR-Testimony-23-22-TY.pdf.
% hittps://docs.house.gov/meetings/FA/FA00/20231114/116590/HHRG-118-FA00-Wstate-SopkoJ-20231114.pdf.
27 https://foreignaffairs. house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/HFAC-SIGAR-Afghanistan-Request3.pdf.
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SIGAR Response: SIGAR has extensive experience adapting its methodologies and approach to
conducting oversight throughout Afghanistan despite it being a non-permissive warzone for the
first 13 years after SIGAR’s establishment, and for the last two years since the withdrawal of
U.S. government personnel from the country. For example, SIGAR has adjusted its approach to
oversight during, and as a result of, U.S. military drawdowns, the consolidation of U.S. bases,
and the steady shrinking of U.S.-provided security and medical “bubbles” from 2014-2021. The
biggest change to SIGAR’s ability to conduct oversight since the U.S. withdrawal in August
2021 has been the lack of access to governing authorities and their records. We previously
worked closely with various components of the Afghan government throughout our
investigations and audits, largely because much of the assistance provided by the U.S.
government prior to the withdrawal was direct assistance to the Afghan government. The U.S.
government no longer provides direct assistance to a government in Afghanistan,

We maintain access to sources and sites within Afghanistan though our nearly decade-long
relationship with Afghan civil society partners who act as third-party monitors. These partners
conduct on-the-ground fieldwork at the direction of SIGAR. They provide critical oversight
services, connection, and insights into the de facto government bodies, international
organizations, and NGO efforts on the ground. The information we receive from our partners and
through our own direct outreach are primarily from officials with agencies, implementing
partners, public international organizations, and beneficiaries. Such sources are not second- or
third-hand. Rather, they represent the facts, perspectives, and eye-witness accounts of staff from
international organizations (i.e., UN staff) and the NGOs working in the country, and the
Afghans receiving assistance. Regardless of whether the information comes from inside or
outside Afghanistan, we work to verify and corroborate the information through multiple sources
to ensure its reliability. If we cannot verify the information, we then qualify or attribute the
information to the source provider. SIGAR vets and compares the information it receives from
its interviews, partners, and NGOs with State, USAID, and international organizations reporting
to corroborate facts. SIGAR also closely monitors and verifies its partners’ work and information
through weekly meetings, routine correspondence, verification of GPS/time-date-enabled
imagery, and sampling of financial and translation records received.

Question 7:

SIGAR’s latest report indicates the World Food Program reported 32 incidents to USAID from
2020-2022, including thirteen instances of theft or diversion. Despite the challenges faced by
WEP, beneficiaries told SIGAR that “their needs were being addressed” and that overall “they
were happy with the assistance provided. Given your years of experience in Afghanistan, how
does that compare with the frequency of incidents over the course of your tenure serving as
SIGAR? In general, how would you characterize actual diversion of aid by the Taliban, as
distinct from interference or access issues? Is diversion successful or widespread?

SIGAR Response: Our work has found that diversion of assistance occurred under the previous
Afghan government and continues unabated under the Taliban regime. While we cannot provide
a direct comparison of the diversion of all U.S. funded assistance between the republic
government and the Taliban, we can offer illustrative examples. For example, we first reported
on emergency food assistance efforts in November 2019 and found that USAID’s assistance had
suffered from diversion, theft, illicit taxation, and the loss of in-kind food aid. That same report
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found that while USAID tracked individual cases of aid diversion, it did not aggregate the
information in order to calculate the total amount of lost assistance or the overall impact of that
diverted assistance on program efficacy. Our August 2023 updated audit of USAID’s provision
of emergency food assistance found 32 instances of potential waste, fraud, or abuse, including 8
instances of theft, and 5 incidents of food being diverted by government officials. The August
2023 report also found that emergency food assistance distribution had to be suspended in
multiple provinces because of Taliban interference.

Our work, both before and after the fall of the previous Afghan government distinguished
between diversion of assistance and interference or access issues. In general, our work has
classified diversion as the misappropriation of funds or assistance to non-targeted beneficiaries,
while interference or access issues are roadblocks, physical or bureaucratic, that slow assistance
projects or reduce their efficacy. Our work since the return of the Taliban to power has found
that both diversion and interference continue across assistance sectors, including in the provision
of emergency food assistance (see response to Wagner Question 1). We would like to add
however, that while diversion occurred under both the prior government and the current Taliban
regime, the adverse impacts of that diversion may be worse under the Taliban. While the prior
government was a democratically elected U.S. ally, the current regime took power by force,
supports terrorist organizations, and is sanctioned by the U.S. government. This means that all
diversion of U.S. assistance may be benefitting an unfriendly and repressive regime who may use
those funds to support nefarious actors. Furthermore, much of the assistance being provided now
is for lifesaving care — emergency food assistance and medical care — meaning that any aid
diversion can have negative real-life impacts on the Afghans who were supposed to receive that
help.

Question 8:

USAID has a policy permitting implementers to sign MOUs with the local authorities in
Afghanistan, provided that they abide by compliance mechanisms such as regularly checking
whether the aid is not being used to benefit someone who is under U.S. sanctions.

e Isit correct that USAID said that there were no reported instances of interference
with these compliance mechanisms in your latest quarterly report?

SIGAR Response: USAID told SIGAR that as of September 15, 2023, there were no
instances of the Taliban attempting to undermine sanction compliance reported to the
Partner Liaison Security Office for that quarter.?®

e If so, what does this indicate about the strength of the safeguards built into the
process and about Taliban intent to interfere with aid delivery covered by these
MOUs?

SIGAR Response: It is difficult to broadly assess the safeguards in aid delivery
because there is no uniform policy for working with the Taliban outside of the U.S.
Treasury Office of Foreign Assets Control’s (OFAC) licenses authorizing the delivery

2 USAID, response to SIGAR data call, 9/15/2023.
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of assistance to Afghanistan. State’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration
(PRM) and USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA), which both
manage the principal humanitarian assistance accounts for Afghanistan, follow one
set of guidelines for MOUs, while USAID/Afghanistan, responsible for economic
growth, agriculture, education, and public health programs, follows its own
guidelines. For a comparison, see the box below. SIGAR does not have data on MOU
policies followed by the UN or other humanitarian organizations. SIGAR has asked
USAID and State to explain the lack of coordination and uniformity for MOUs and
plans to report their responses in our January 2024 Quarterly Report to the United
States Congress.

While USAID did not receive any reports of interference into sanction compliance
last quarter, such as an attempt by the Taliban to force a financial transaction to a
person blocked by the U.S. Treasury, multiple State Department bureaus, USAID’s
BHA, and USAID/Afghanistan have all reported instances of Taliban interference
into aid delivery, which are captured in the U.S. Assistance section of SIGAR’s
Quarterly Reports. SIGAR’s October 2023 Quarterly Report stated that the Taliban
prevented USAID/Afghanistan’s public health partners from delivering maternal care
last quarter, forced USAID’s Urban Health Initiative to pause activities until an MOU
was signed, and denied tax documents to women-led civil society organizations
supported by USAID grants.?

Are there other similar creative mechanisms the Administration is using that you’ve
found are working?

SIGAR Response: USAID and State report a number of programs have moved to an
online or at-home format in response to Taliban restrictions and the difficult operating
environment. The adaptations made to U.S.-funded humanitarian programs post-
Taliban takeover are described in SIGAR’s October 2021-October 2023 Quarterly
Reports.>* USAID also told SIGAR that its implementing partners meet regularly
with Taliban officials to advocate for the free operation of their assistance
programs. 3!

Regarding preventing sanction noncompliance and the diversion of aid directly to the
Taliban, SIGAR has not learned of other “creative mechanisms” besides MOUs that
enable continued aid delivery and protect against OFAC-prohibited activities.>?
SIGAR has several ongoing audits and evaluations related to the State Department’s
MOU policy, U.S. funds benefiting the Taliban, and U.S. implementing partner
vetting.

2 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, pp. 77-82; For sanctions compliance, see
Treasury OFAC, Global Terrorism Sanctions Regulations, 31 CFR Part 594, General License No. 14, 9/24/2021.
30 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the Unites States Congress, 10/30/2021, 1/30/2022, 4/30/2022, 7/30/2022,
10/30/2022, 1/30/2023, 4/30/2023, 7/30/2023, and 10/30/2023.

31 USAID. response to SIGAR data call 9/15/2023.

32 See U.S. Assistance section of SIGAR’s Quarterly Report to the Unites States Congress, 7/30/2023 and
10/30/2023 for reference.
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Question 9:

SIGAR’s latest quarterly report lists some of the five positive requirements articulated by
USAID’s Mission on Afghanistan for its programs. There are also at least fourteen potential
grounds for disqualification used by USAID’s Bureau of Humanitarian Affairs and State’s
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration.

e How do you assess the criteria USAID has required for these MOUSs? Are there other
conditions you think should be included?

10
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SIGAR Response: SIGAR has not completed any audits or evaluations assessing the
criteria USAID has established for its implementing partners when entering into
MOUs with the de facto authorities in Afghanistan (the Taliban). As such, we cannot
speak to additional criteria/conditions for the MOUs.

After receiving the information from USAID related to its implementing partners
entering into MOUs with the Taliban—included in SIGAR’s quarterly reports—
SIGAR began preliminary work to initiate an audit to determine the extent to which:

1. USAID’s implementing partners have entered into agreements with the
Taliban to facilitate program implementation;

2. Such agreements with the Taliban were completed and reviewed in
accordance with applicable U.S. laws and requirements; and

3. Such agreements with the Taliban have impacted program

implementation.

Before announcing this audit, per our normal procedure, we coordinated our proposed
work with our oversight partners, including USAID OIG. Subsequently, USAID OIG
notified us that they were planning an audit that would include an examination of
USAID’s oversight of implementer signed agreements with the Taliban. In the spirit
of cooperation and to avoid duplication of efforts, SIGAR agreed that USAID OIG
was well positioned to proceed and conduct its audit. Therefore, the question is best
posed to USAID OIG.

SIGAR recently initiated new work reviewing the MOUs between State’s
implementing partners and the Taliban. As part of this work, we intend to assess the
criteria State has required and evaluate State’s oversight of MOU implementation.

Question 10:

SIGAR’s July 2023 quarterly report quotes extensively from a May 2023 “Political Economy
Analysis” prepared for USAID by the U.S. Institute of Peace. SIGAR pulled a large excerpt from
the report noting, among other things “the Taliban appear to view the United Nations as yet
another revenue stream, one which their movement will seek to monopolize and centralize
control over.”

e How does this differ from how the previous Afghan government looked at foreign
assistance?

SIGAR Response: In June 2023, SIGAR received a copy of USIP’s Political Economy
Analysis from USAID as part of the agency’s regular quarterly reporting on U.S.-funded
assistance efforts in Afghanistan.>® USIP’s analysis provided unique reporting on the
Taliban interference in and coopting of foreign-funded assistance. Previous data
submitted by the State Department and USAID to SIGAR described localized instances
of interference, whereas the USIP report described the Taliban's efforts for broad

3 USAID, response to SIGAR data call, 9/25/2023.
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structural control. According to the analysis, multiple UN officials reported that the
Taliban “infiltrated and influenced most UN-managed assistance programming.” USIP
notes that Taliban measures such as forcing NGOs to sign restrictive and invasive
Memoranda of Understanding and on the ground intimidation and threats are part of a
broader effort to monopolize economic activity and social engineering.>*

USIP said it conducted hundreds of interviews for their assessment, including with
Afghan journalists, researchers and interlocutors engaging with the Taliban, UN officials,
aid/development professionals, U.S. and foreign diplomats, and officials working on
Afghanistan. USIP also hosted or participated in more than 30 expert roundtables during
this period with academics, policy analysts, U.S. government agencies, and other
specialists.>> According to USAID, USIP did not receive specific details of Taliban
interference during its interviews and does not have documentation of written
communication between the UN and the Taliban. USAID denies Taliban control of U.S.
foreign assistance, and did not report to SIGAR any new policies taken in light of the
assessment’s findings.>

e Hasn’t U.S. and other foreign assistance been the key driver to Afghanistan’s economy
since 20017

SIGAR Response: U.S. and other foreign assistance have been the key driver to
Afghanistan’s economy since at least 2001 when U.S. military operations began. From
2002 to 2021, the United States appropriated a total of $128.72 billion for reconstruction
in Afghanistan.>’ SIGAR has long reported on Afghanistan’s dependence on aid,
including in 2018 when SIGAR stated that foreign assistance covered 80% of the Afghan
government’s $11 billion annual budget.>

After the Taliban takeover, Afghanistan’s economy shrank dramatically in late 2021 and
early 2022.3° While previous aid aimed to build a robust, multisector economy, current
foreign assistance focuses on addressing Afghanistan’s dire humanitarian needs—more
than 15 million Afghans faced acute food insecurity between May and October 20234

While former Afghan governments required, depended, and sought to control foreign
assistance, there are several distinctions between them and the Taliban. Unlike the
Islamic Republic, many senior Taliban members, including those responsible for the
country’s financial services sector, are sanctioned by the United Nations.*! A USAID-
funded third-party assessment of Afghanistan’s central bank (Da Afghanistan
Bank/DAB) noted that DAB’s executive board consists of three senior Taliban leaders

34 USIP, Political Economy of Analysis of Afghanistan, 5/2023, pp. 5, 8-9, 15, 20, 31-35, 3740

33 USIP, Political Economy of Analysis of Afghanistan, 5/2023, p. 6.

36 USAID, response to SIGAR Audit 152A questions on the USIP report, 9/6/2023.

37 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 135. The $128.72 billion excludes
appropriations for U.S. agency operations.

3 SIGAR, 2021 High-Risk List, p. 2.

3 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 44.

40 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 20.

41 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 07/30/2023, p. 104.
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who are currently sanctioned by the UN, and that DAB’s Executive Board appointed the
head of FinTRACA, Afghanistan’s financial intelligence unit in charge of anti-money
laundering/countering the financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) enforcement. Moreover,
DAB lacks a risk-based approach to banking.*> While corruption had plagued the former
Afghan government despite some efforts to counter it, Taliban authorities have made no
effort to meet even minimum international AML/CFT measures.*® This is significant
because recent reports indicate that about 90% of the country’s financial services are
performed outside of the formal banking system, which SIGAR believes creates
challenges for oversight bodies to assess where and how the funds are being used in the
country.

Additionally, given the growing presence of foreign terrorist fighters, along with
Taliban’s strong ties with Al Qaeda and Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), the lack of
oversight and transparency in how the Taliban are handling the country’s finances is
different and more alarming than with the previous government.*> The most recent
Taliban budget from February 2022 revealed security spending as the Taliban’s largest
expense. *® Since that time, Taliban have not published a national budget, nor financial
statements (unlike the previous government) that would help determine how the Taliban
might be using or benefiting from any aid.*’ Furthermore, Taliban have initiated an
overhaul of the country’s commercial banking system to Islamic finance, without
transparency or a clear plan to ensure that foreign aid will not fall in the wrong hands.*®

Moreover, the Taliban have continued to abuse human rights, particularly the rights of
women and girls, and members of the former republic’s government and security
forces.* In previous quarterly reports, SIGAR has documented the Taliban’s human
rights abuses, including reprisal killings and torture.® Taliban have also imposed severe
limitations on women and girls’ ability to move freely, get an education, participate in the
workforce and so on.>! SIGAR reported in its October 2023 quarterly report that many
experts consider the Taliban’s treatment of women to be “gender apartheid.”>? Given that
a large sum of U.S. assistance supported human rights, education, and the rule of law
over the past decades, the Taliban’s violations stand squarely against those efforts.

Question 11:

Particularly since the USIP report noted that attempts to interfere with aid are “rarely
coordinated” and often undertaken by different elements or factions of the Taliban, do you

“2 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 47.

4 SIGAR, 2021 High-Risk List, p. 33; SIGAR, Quarterly Report, 10/30/2023, p. 47.
44 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 49.

45 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 39.

46 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 49.

47 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 49.

“ SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, pp. 49-50.
49 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, pp. 26-30.
30 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, pp. 28-30.
1 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 32.

32 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, 10/30/2023, p. 31.
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believe the Taliban seeks simply to enrich itself locally, or are there other goals being served
more broadly by the movement that is directed from Taliban leadership based in Kandahar?

SIGAR Response: The full sentence in the USIP report containing that phrase is: “This
competition [over aid capture] results in overlapping attempts by different elements or factions
of the Taliban to engage or interfere with foreign organizations — which are rarely coordinated.”
The report also assesses that “the Taliban appear to view the UN system as yet another revenue
stream, one which their movement will seek to monopolize and centralize control over.”

SIGAR agrees with USIP’s assessment that aid diversion and interference is often committed by
competing factions of the Taliban as they jockey for power within the movement. This
competition over aid is more problematic than run-of-the-mill corruption that benefits individual
officials because such aid diversion enables Taliban factions to enrich themselves and strengthen
control over the population.

Donor funding for the provision of basic services by NGOs, such as healthcare, appears to be
enabling the Taliban to spend less on them that the previous regime, and to shift funding toward
their security sector. Between 2019 and 2022 public spending on healthcare dropped 90 percent.
At the same time, even though the war ended, spending on the security sector increased. There
has been no peace dividend, at least when it comes to the Taliban’s budgetary priorities. In
addition, multiple sources have told SIGAR that the Taliban are diverting food aid away from
vulnerable families and to their soldiers. Finally, just as the previous Afghan government did, the
Taliban are using aid as patronage: They are redirecting aid to populations that supported them
during the insurgency.

Although stopping aid would have a devastating impact on the Afghan people, SIGAR believes
that it is likely that aid is enabling the Taliban to strengthen its grip on the country. The way that
donors approach providing aid determines how well they are able to mitigate the aid diversion
that entrenches the regime. Providing aid to politically estranged regimes, as in Taliban-
controlled Afghanistan, requires donors to actively engage with the UN agencies through which
their funding passes. It also requires NGOs, who actually implement programming, to mitigate
the diversion of aid. However, in Afghanistan, SIGAR has found that since the Taliban takeover
the U.S. government takes a more hands-off approach that does too little to reduce diversion.

Question 12:

What safeguards or other defensive measures has the United Nations put in place to protect its
programs and staff from interference?

SIGAR Response: In our August 2023 report on emergency food assistance in Afghanistan, we
reported examples of safeguards and defensive measures that the World Food Programmme
(WFP)—a UN organization—has taken, and could take, to protect its work and staff from
Taliban interference. According to USAID, the WFP could take steps to mitigate the risk of theft
or diversion by prohibiting emergency food services for armed actors that display the Taliban
insignia, prohibiting individuals from taking photos or videos for distribution (including
propaganda), and allowing for the suspension of aid in certain areas if there are no guarantees

14



85

that aid will reach its intended beneficiaries or if WFP recognized Taliban interference or risk to
staff in emergency food operations.

As part of our ongoing work to examine State and USAID oversight of public international
organizations for the Chairman, SIGAR has found that some public international organizations,
such as WFP and United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF), have
clauses in their bilateral award agreements with USAID to identify and report possible risk of
fraud, waste, abuse, and Taliban diversion of funds and in-kind assistance such as food.
Similarly, USAID requires these UN organizations to develop risk assessments and management
plans to identify the malign actors, describe the potential risk associated with the activity, and
describe the specific risk mitigation measures to decrease the risk of sanctioned groups and
individuals interfering with or influencing program activities. Additionally, UN organizations,
such as the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and UN Women, have “no funding to
terrorist” clauses and vetting procedures in their award agreements with USAID to help ensure
their activities do not support terrorists or hire implementing partners working for those
identified in UN Security Council watchlists.

SIGAR also recently initiated new work reviewing the Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs)
between State’s implementing partners and the Taliban. As part of this work, we intend to
determine whether the UN’s implementing partners that obtain State funding enter into MOUs
with the Taliban, and whether they contain specific safeguards or defensive measures.

Question 13:

Tunderstand SIGAR’s latest quarterly report found that the U.S. government agencies did not
report any instances of the Taliban siphoning cash from UN shipments or collecting royalties or
charging fees on cash shipments. What message do you take from this finding? Are the systems
working or is simply that the Taliban now have a better understanding of the rules of the road?

SIGAR Response: We are currently conducting evaluations of the processes and procedures
used by the UN, and other PIOs and NGOs, as applicable, to transport and transfer U.S. dollars
to Afghanistan for humanitarian and development assistance; the processes and procedures used
by the receiving private Afghan bank to convert U.S. dollars into local currency for humanitarian
and development aid in Afghanistan; and the impact of the introduction of large amounts of U.S.
currency into the Afghan economy, including the benefits and risks of providing direct cash
assistance to beneficiaries as compared to non-cash assistance. Though our work is not complete,
it appears that the transportation and transfer of U.S. currency is a tightly controlled process from
the moment it leaves the Federal Reserve Bank of New York (FRBNY) until it arrives at the
private bank used by the UN in Afghanistan.

Although the process of transporting and transferring U.S. currency into Afghanistan is tightly
controlled and does not appear to allow opportunities to “siphon” cash, our preliminary work
indicates that the Taliban is benefitting from the importation of cash in various ways. For
example, the cash shipments help provide a level of macro-economic stability and some of the
currency ends up deposited in Da Afghanistan Bank, which is controlled by the Taliban. Further,
as the U.S. currency circulates within the Afghan economy, the purchase of goods and services
generates tax revenue for the Taliban-controlled government. Part of our work on behalf of the

15



86

Chairman will examine the impact of the introduction of large amounts of U.S. currency into the
Afghan economy after being deposited at Da Afghanistan Bank. including our assessment of the
benefits and risks of providing direct cash assistance to beneficiaries as compared to non-cash
assistance.

Question 14:

In July 2018, SIGAR released a report detailing waste, fraud, and abuse where SIGAR found that
since its founding in 2008 through the end of 2017, the United States had lost up to $15.5 billion
of assistance in Afghanistan to waste, fraud, and abuse, approximately 29 percent of the overall
assistance we provided. How does that figure percentage wise, compare to the waste, fraud, and
abuse, you assess at this moment?

SIGAR Response: In October 2020, we updated our July 2018 report on waste, fraud, and abuse
to include any identified instances through December 31, 2019. That report added nearly $3.4
billion in additional waste, fraud, and abuse, bringing the total amount of waste, fraud, and abuse
identified by SIGAR to approximately $19 billion. Of note, our prior waste reports found many
instances of waste in the construction of roads, schools, and other infrastructure. Since the
collapse of the previous Afghan government, U.S. assistance spending has not been used for
large-scale physical infrastructure construction and instead has focused on the provision of other
development and humanitarian activities to benefit the people of Afghanistan. Although we have
not determined what percentage of the on-going assistance has been lost to waste, fraud, and
abuse, our recent healthcare, education, and emergency food assistance reports all found
instances of interference or diversion by the Taliban, either of which would result in waste,
fraud, or abuse.

Question 15:

During the Ghani and Karzai administrations, how would you describe the Afghan government’s
efforts to regulate nongovernmental and aid organizations? We don’t recognize the Taliban, but
is it typical for those in charge of a country to regulate how NGOs or aid organizations operate
within a country? How does this practice differ from the practices of the previous Afghan
government?

SIGAR Response: Many aspects of the Taliban’s approach to regulating NGOs derive from the
previous Afghan government. When that government fell, the Ghani regime was in the process of
trying to implement a new NGO law that would have given the government much more control
over NGO activities, which the international community had many concerns about. This is part
of a global trend toward greater government restrictions on NGO activities.

Under the Taliban, the Ministry of Economy remains responsible for NGO registration. NGOs
continue to be required to seek approval for their projects from Taliban provincial, district, and
sectoral ministries and departments. The Ministry of Economy also continues to regularly
deregister NGOs each year, including freezing their bank accounts, as the previous government
did. Multiple NGO officials have told SIGAR that Taliban officials have used the threat of
deregistration to extract illicit payoffs or force them to hire the Taliban’s preferred candidates for
jobs. The de facto regime has added additional regulations, including a ban on women-led
NGOs. Other longstanding requirements are now being more rigorously enforced than they were
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under the Republic. An umbrella group representing the interests of both international and
Afghan NGOs, the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief and Development (ACBAR),
has assessed that, under the Taliban, NGOs “lack the protection from government interference
that international donors previously provided as part of the strong donor cooperation with the
Republican Government.”

Question 16:

In general, is the amount or proportion of aid that is subject to interference or diversion higher or
lower than it was under the previous Afghan government?

SIGAR Response: SIGAR has done no work comparing the level of corruption in the Ghani and
Karzai regimes to that of the Taliban. Diversion and interference in donor assistance to
Afghanistan was extensive prior to the Taliban takeover and continues to be extensive today.
However, as we noted in response to Question #6, while diversion occurred under the prior
government and there is extensive diversion and interference under the current Taliban regime,
the adverse impacts of that diversion may be worse under the Taliban. While the prior
government was a democratically elected U.S. ally, the current regime took power by force,
supports terrorist organizations, and is sanctioned by the U.S. government. This means that all
diversion of U.S. assistance may be benefitting an unfriendly and repressive regime who may use
those funds to support nefarious actors. Furthermore, much of the assistance being provided now
is for lifesaving care — emergency food assistance and medical care — meaning that any aid
diversion can have negative real-life impacts on the Afghans who were supposed to receive that
aid.

Question 17:

Congress established SIGAR to ensure American taxpayer dollars, aimed at the reconstruction
effort in Afghanistan, which totaled almost $129 billion from 2002-2021, were spent for the
purposes we had intended. Given the large dollar amount, and the various agencies involved, it
made sense to have a special inspector general. Now that the dollar amounts have decreased so
dramatically, and we have seen that our agency inspector generals are able to similarly conduct
oversight on matters related to Afghanistan, how are you preparing to wind down the SIGAR
office? What is your timeline?

SIGAR Response: SIGAR’s timeline for winding down operations is dependent on the
requirements of its enabling statute. SIGAR is required to terminate “180 days after the date on
which amounts appropriated or otherwise made available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan
that are unexpended are less than $250,000,000.”% While the amount of money appropriated or
otherwise made available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan has declined significantly since
the Taliban takeover in August 2021, Congress has continued to appropriate funding for
Afghanistan. Since the Taliban takeover, Congress and the Administration have appropriated or
otherwise made available $11.11 billion in assistance to Afghanistan and to Afghan refugees.>*

33 National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008, Pub. L. No. 110-181, § 1229 (codified as amended at 5
U.S.C. § 415 note).

3 See SIGAR Quarterly Report, Oct. 30, 2023, at pp. 5-6. https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2023-10-
30qr.pdf.
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As long as Congress continues to appropriate additional funding for Afghanistan and the
Administration continues to make funds available for Afghanistan, it is unclear as to when the
$250 million mark will be reached. Additionally, the committee report accompanying S. 2438,
making appropriations for the Department of State, foreign operations, and related programs for
the fiscal year ending September 30, 2024, notes that SIGAR’s statutory authority remains
unchanged. ™ However, the report directs SIGAR to “submit a report to the appropriate
congressional committees on steps SIGAR would need to take to sunset by September 30, 2025”
within 90 days of the enactment of S. 2438,

Since the Taliban takeover and the decline in U.S. assistance to Afghanistan, SIGAR has reduced
its staff by approximately 45 percent, reduced its budget proportionally, and reduced its office
space. In addition, we are preparing the plan required by the committee report accompanying S.
2438 and will submit it to the appropriate congressional committees even if the final
appropriations bill is not enacted, since we believe that we should be prepared and keep
Congress and the Administration informed.

553 Rept. 118-71 at 19,
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Questions for the Record for SIGAR John Sepko
Submitted by Vice Chair Ann Wagner
Full Committee Hearing:
“Examining the Biden Administration’s Afghanistan Policy Since the U.S. Withdrawal”
November 14, 2023

Question 1:

Inspector General Sopko, is it true that the Taliban are creating their own NGOs, staffed by
Taliban members, in order to receive funding from the U.S. and other donors? What safeguards,
if any, does the U.S. have in place to prevent aid from going to these falsely-formed Taliban
NGOs?

SIGAR Response: Both SIGAR and the U.S. Institute of Peace (USIP) have reported that the
Taliban have created NGOs in an attempt to receive funding from the U.S. or international
donors; both SIGAR and USIP also reported that existing NGOs hire Taliban members in order
to obtain or steer donor funding. For example, in August 2023 as part of our evaluation of the
status of Afghanistan’s education sector, we surveyed Afghan NGOs in seven provinces, and
found that local Taliban officials are creating their own NGOs to obtain aid money; diverting
direct assistance; interfering with program implementation by pressuring Afghan NGOs to
purchase items from Taliban-owned companies or requiring Afghan NGOs to hire Taliban
officials; and requiring Afghan NGOs to falsify reports on programming efforts.

Our findings were supported by a May 2023 U.S. Institute of Peace report that found the Taliban
were establishing Taliban-friendly or -controlled NGOs, with the Taliban establishing more than
100 new NGOs in the first quarter of 2022. The USIP report found that the Taliban significantly
increased its attempts to impede or influence NGO programming in the months following August
2021 and had continued to do so.

While we have found that the Taliban is creating NGOs to attempt to capture U.S. assistance
funding, both State and USAID have performed vetting on potential implementing partners, and
key individuals working for the implementing partners, since at least January 2013. In fact, we
first reported on State’s and USAID’s vetting of implementing partners in July 2013. More
recently, as a part of our October 2023 evaluation of the status of the education sector in
Afghanistan, we reported that State and USAID continued to vet implementing partners.
Specifically, State and USAID told us that they vet implementing partners, the implementing
partners” subcontractors, and the program’s beneficiaries. That same October 2023 report also
found that U.S. agencies also review implementing partners’ antiterrorism compliance
procedures and the Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Asset Control compliance
procedures, to ensure that U.S. funds are not provided directly to the Taliban. According to State,
these processes, while taxing in time and cost, have led to low levels of aid diversion in
Afghanistan.

Given the on-going concerns about Taliban attempts to capture U.S. assistance funding, in
December 2021 we began an audit reviewing (1) the extent to which State and USAID policies
and procedures meet U.S. implementing partner vetting requirements and (2) the extent to which
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State and USAID have the ability to oversee, revoke, and recover funding if vetting requirements
are not met. We anticipate these audits will be publicly released in early 2024.
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