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GEDMIN:   Welcome to the Second Annual Reception of RFE/RL.  There are a number of distinguished guests, too many to name, but I would like to acknowledge a few, including former President of RFE/RL, Tom Dine.


[Applause.]


GEDMIN:  And I haven't seen him, but he was coming as of this afternoon, former President of RFE/RL Kevin Klose.  Is Kevin here?  Well, he will be here.


The Ambassador from Pakistan, Ambassador Haqqani.


[Applause.]


GEDMIN:  There are numerous representatives from Capitol Hill, both parties, staff with whom we could not live without who have helped this organization in innumerable ways, and, of course, our distinguished guest speaker, Ambassador Holbrooke.


RFE/RL today is broadcasting in 28 languages, from Russian and to Arabic in the Middle East.


I would say that our pride and joy, although we have many jewels and many gems, is our Afghan Service.  We have 100 reporters in country working in all 34 provinces.  They broadcast in Dari and Pashto.  They report on politics and social issues, on economy and corruption, on women's issues, health care.  They do satire.  They do music.  They are known locally as Radio Azadi.


Thanks to the generosity and support of the American Congress, very soon we will begin to broadcast in the Pakistan border region in Pashto.  It is surrogate broadcasting.  It is what we believe represents a perfect complement to the Voice of America.  That it to say, by surrogate, it is reporting local news, domestic news that is relevant, that is credible, and it works time and again.  It worked in the cold war, and it still works today.


It proves on the ground in Afghanistan and we think in that border region in Pakistan that there is an answer to hate radio and again reminds us that there is a very real constituency for pluralism, for tolerance, and moderate political thought.


How do we know these things?  Well, for one thing, we know it as an organization because our station that Akbar leads, Radio Azadi, is the single most popular radio station in Afghanistan, and they receive, in our headquarters in Prague but also in Kabul, bags of mail each and every week, hundreds of letters from listeners throughout the country relating to the liberal thought, the moderate thought, and the platform for pluralism that Radio Azadi offers.


More about the letters a little bit later, but you will note that on each and every table is a letter that we framed from our listeners from Radio Azadi in Afghanistan but, as I said, more about that later.


Right now permit me to introduce my friend and colleague from our board, from the Broadcast Board of Governors, a friend of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and a great supporter of U.S. international broadcasting, Jeffrey Hirschberg.


[Applause.]


HIRSCHBERG:  Thank you, Jeff.  I no longer have to give about half of what I was going to say.


I want to welcome you all here today.  This is fabulous for U.S. international broadcasting.  We are here to mark the expansion of U.S. international broadcasting to the Afghanistan and Pakistan border regions.


There are those today in this hall that have helped us greatly obtain the $10 million that we needed to expand these broadcasts.  So I'd like to thank Members of Congress and their staffs who have done it, the administration who have been very helpful to us, and all the supporters of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and Voice of America who have weighed in on this with their appropriate constituencies to see that this important enhancement has been achieved.


You know about Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty from Jeff, but just let me address for a moment the history of Voice of America as well in this region.  They have a record of more than 50 years of Urdu and nearly 30 years in Dari and Pashto, and Voice of America as well is a trusted source of news and information in this region.


RFE/RL added Dari and Pashto during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and did a resurgence of it in 2002.  Radio Deewa, which is the newest of the services, which was started by Voice of America in 2006, provides Pashto language, radio, in primarily the Pakistan regions of the Swat Valley, the Northwest Frontier Province, and Uyghuristan.


Our research is fabulous.  It shows the reach, the extent, and the trustworthiness of both Voice of American broadcasts and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty broadcasts in these regions.  We know that radio is a powerful medium.  We know that it works.


To help today explain what we do and participate in this important day for us in U.S. international broadcasting, we are delighted to be joined by Ambassador Richard Holbrooke.  Nobody in this room needs to be introduced to him or vice versa.  He has a distinguished diplomatic record and career, including brokering the Dayton Peace Accords with respect to Bosnia in 1995.  He was UN Ambassador, Assistant Secretary of State for two different regions of the world, as well as Ambassador to Germany.


Apart from his career as a diplomat, he has been an editor at Foreign Policy, Newsweek, directed the Peace Corps in Morocco, was an investment banker, which is why he dresses so well, and has written two books.


On a personal matter and for our reporters, Ambassador Holbrooke and his staff and others in the State Department over the last several weeks have been very instrumental in helping us in U.S. international broadcasting straighten out some minor concerns with one of our reporters from the region, and we are grateful to you.  And I publicly thank you for it.


So please join me ‑‑


[Applause.]


HIRSCHBERG:  So please join me in thanking Ambassador Holbrooke for joining us on this important occasion.


Mr. Ambassador.


[Applause.]


HOLBROOKE:  Thank you so much, Jeff, for that kind introduction, and thank you for the great honor you pay me tonight to allow me to talk on issues that I believe passionately in.


I'm so glad that Ambassador Haqqani is here, my close colleague who has done such a brilliant job.  I would just remind those of you who don't memorize the profiles in The New York Times that in a front‑page New York Times article, he was called the "silver‑tongued Ambassador of Washington" in a profile.


Tom Dine, my old friend and colleague from battles won and battles lost; Kevin Klose; Jeff Hirschberg; Jeff Gedmin who I knew in Berlin where he ran the Aspen Berlin Center, and I was chairman of the American Academy in Berlin, collaborative and rival, competitive organizations at the same time.  I am just delighted to be here.


I have an association with Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty that stems from my tour in Germany, and it's one that I rarely get a chance to talk about.  So I'm going to mention it today.


When I was Ambassador, a proposal came up to move RFE/RL from Munich to Prague, and everyone in the embassy opposed this.  It would lose 700 jobs.  It will show we are walking away from Germany, so on and so forth.  It's been there since it was founded.


But I really believed that Germany could survive the departure of RFE/RL, and I also believed passionately in 1993, early '94, that we had to show more support of Central and Eastern Europe.


So I reversed the inherited position of the embassy, worked very closely with Kevin Klose, who was its great advocate, and we were able to remove a bureaucratic obstacle and get these two great organizations or this one organization to Prague and move its archives, part of its archives to Budapest.  So it's a great honor to see you today announcing this expansion, which I will talk about in a minute.


On the question of press freedom, I am particularly proud because my wife, Kati Marton, was in Moscow yesterday, as you may have seen in The New York Times.  She was announcing the day before yesterday, on behalf of the Committee to Protect Journalists, a massive new report calling for greater press freedom in Russia.  This is a tremendously important issue.  She's the former Chair of the Committee to Protect Journalists, which many of you in the room are associated with.  She led this delegation to Moscow, and she did a wonderful job.  And it is well reported in yesterday's New York Times or perhaps the day before but, in any case, a major statement about press freedom in Russia.


Now, RFE and RL at the end of the cold war were supposed to be unimportant, and I remember distinctly during the debate about moving from Munich to Prague, people saying, "Well, we don't need them at all," and there was a move to cut back Voice of America, to cut back information services.  It was understandable.  People were looking for the so‑called "peace dividend."  People were looking for ways to save money, and people thought that these were cold war relics.


As it turned out, none of the above was true.  As it turned out, the end of the cold war, while an enormous blessing, left behind a lot of unresolved legacy issues stretching back into the early 20th century in the case of Yugoslavia and the 1920s in the case of Iraq and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in the case of Afghanistan and a myriad of other similar issues across the world, and so information not only remained important, but old media like radio became even more important.


In the area we are here to talk about tonight, radio was still the primary means of communication throughout Afghanistan and in Western Pakistan, and it's important throughout the region.  And what RFE/RL do is vitally important.


I am enormously pleased that they are opening the Pashto service in Western Pakistan, and I hope that they will expand the number of hours that they are going to broadcast.


The extraordinary thing about this issue, which I've written about and been concerned about for a long time, is why, by and large, the world's greatest communications nation has been out‑communicated by people who stand for such repressive activities and who represent such a small number of people in the world, even among the religion that they profess to be speaking for.


We have done a lot of effort.  We've put a lot of effort into this issue since January 20th in our offices, and part of my team is here tonight, Ashley Bommer and Vikram Singh, who are spearheading the effort on the civilian side to upgrade the importance we attach to communications.


We're working very closely with the new Under Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy, Judith McHale, who at our suggestion made her first trip to Pakistan.  Her first trip anywhere as Under Secretary, she made to Pakistan with me a few weeks ago, and we are developing very intense new public information communications plans.


But it's not just the traditional diplomacy of the cold war, although a lot of what was done in the cold war is applicable here.  Culture matters, communications matter, ways to reach out matter, but, in addition, there is the question of extremist propaganda, and this needs to be dealt with head on.  We can't concede the battle to the Taliban.


Two weeks ago, I was in Istanbul for a meeting of the Friends of Democratic Pakistan, sponsored by the Turkish government, and I sat next to the Pakistani Ambassador to Turkey, who had previously been the Ambassador in Afghanistan.  And as some of you remember, about a year ago, maybe a little more than a year ago, he was captured by the Taliban on the road between Peshawar and the Khyber Pass in Pakistan, and he was held for about 93 or 94 days.


He told a lot of stories about what it was like.  He was held by a group led by Hakimullah Mehsud, who was succeeded by Tullah Mehsud as the head of that particular and particular odious group of terrorists, who operate out of Waziristan.  And this Ambassador, as Ambassador Haqqani will attest, is a very tough Ambassador, a lot tougher than you, Husain.


[Laughter.]


HOLBROOKE:  And he started arguing with his captors, and he said to them, "How do you justify suicide bombers?"  Well, it's what the Qur'an says, he was told.


So, finally, after several days, he said to his captors, "Bring me a copy of the Qur'an."  They brought it to him.  He said, "Now show me where in the Qur'an suicide bombers are justified," and I'm sure you can guess the next line.  The people who were holding him were illiterate, and they did not know what was in the Qur'an except what they had been told by radio.  That's our problem and single vignette:  How do we communicate the truth?


Now, a lot of this cannot be done in American voice, as we understand that, but we also have to explain in open American channels like RFE/RL and VOA.  We have to explain what our goals are.


I'll give you another example.  The Pakistani press has been filled lately with stories that our embassy, which is expanding, is expanding in order to house a thousand marines secretly, so that there's some kind of military footprint.  In fact, there are eight marines in the Embassy, and, in fact, we're enlarging the embassy because Pakistan is very important, and our embassy is smaller than that of, let's say, Colombia.  And we need to increase the size of the embassy in order to serve the policies that befit the relations between two nations who have a complicated but indispensable relationship, partnership, and they put out this nonsense about the American embassy having a thousand people in it, and they keep pouring it out.


We have to be sure we tell the truth.  In this particular case, it's pretty easy.  We invited journalist into the embassy, showed them the blueprints, told them they could lok around, and we'll do more of that as we go forward.


I could tell you many other similar stories, but those of you familiar with the Pakistani press know that it's very free, which is good, and it can at times be quite irresponsible ‑‑ that couldn't happen in the United States, of course ‑‑ and at the same time, there is the extremist radio, the mobile FM transmitters on the backs of motorcycles and pickup trucks broadcasting this stuff, and some of it is really bad.


Fazlullah and Swat broadcasting the names of the people in Swat they are going to behead, those of you with not‑too‑long memories will remember that in Rwanda, in April of 1994, Radio Mille Collines did exactly the same thing, first stirring up great hatred and then announcing over the radio who was going to be killed, giving drivers' licenses.  And at the time in Rwanda, everyone said never again, and it's happening again.  And there was an inadequate response to the media part of it.


So this is obviously where RFE and RL come in.  We need to explain in open American‑supported radio stations and other media why we're in Afghanistan and Pakistan, why we are there as friends and not as invaders or occupiers in the long tradition of that region, stretching back over 2,000 years, and we need to develop programs in which we support local indigenous media in dealing with the problems themselves.


We don't want to have our own broadcasting systems in Pakistan or Afghanistan.  This is the traditional media that we have had, always Voice of America, RFE, and RL.  That's all, and we're so proud of RFE/RL for putting together such an important supportive service, but the key is the Pakistanis themselves.  We will support them in every way we can in the media area, as in everywhere else.


As I've said when I visited the refugee camps, we're not going to set up American broadcasting stations.  This is an open part of the international network, and we leave the main communications to the people of Pakistan.


I congratulate RFE and RL for what they're doing, and I look forward to them contributing to the public debate in this democratic country, Pakistan, which is so important to all of us here in this room.


Thank you very much.


[Applause.]


GEDMIN:  Richard, thank you very much for the support and eloquent remarks.  You have got to run, and thank you for your valuable time, but we have a couple of things we want to share with you.


I mentioned to you earlier, all of you, that apart from our popularity on the other side of the border in Afghanistan, we get bags and bags of mail, and I think we are going to get that from our new listeners in Western Pakistan too.


Larissa, could you come up with Akbar?


The letters come.  It is quite remarkable.  Do you remember that film, "A Miracle on 34th Street"?  I mean, this is a true believer sort of thing.  They come in all sizes, all shapes, all colors, young people, older people.  They write about everything, all within this context that we all care about, pluralism and tolerance.


Would you bring one of them, maybe stand on the stage with the Ambassador.  I want to show you this one, if I may.  It's typical.  Sometimes they come quite long, in scroll form.


[Applause.]


GEDMIN:  Well, we've got something else for you.  We can happily give you that one, but this is one of the long ones we get.  We get many long ones, but could you bring one of the other long ones up, Larissa and Akbar?


Here is one of the long ones we get.


[Applause.]


GEDMIN:  If you're curious, I just told Ambassador Holbrooke, this is one of the long ones and runs about 78 feet.


I don't know how we roll that.


[Laughter, applause.]


GEDMIN:  And, Ambassador, we are going to find a way to wrap that one that you like so much, but we do have one framed for you, and we would like to give you that right now.


HOLBROOKE:  Thank you.


GEDMIN:  Now, it's a little bit embarrassing because Richard Holbrooke has said, "You go ahead and read it," and I've been in denial for sometime of reading glasses.  So here we go.


The writer comes from Kabul.  He's a high school student, and he writes to Radio Azadi, Radio Free Afghanistan.  He says, "I would like to present warm and sincere regards to all Radio Azadi staff, especially to Mrs. Amani [ph] and Tamani [ph], two presenters of the Music Request Program.  My friends here in the high school which I attend were listening to you regularly.  We would like to tell you that we want to hear a song from Bahram Jan.  I want to present this song to my dearest brother, Mohammed, who lives on Dubai."


HOLBROOKE:  That's so nice.


[Applause.]


GEDMIN:  Let me introduce to you the moderator of our panel this evening.  That is Susan Glasser.  She is Executive Editor of Foreign Policy magazine.  She is the founder of the Af‑Pak Channel.  She can tell you more, a little bit about that, but if you go to the ForeignPolicy.com website, you will see terribly good work they're doing.


She has reported on wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, is a first‑rate editor, journalist, and commentator, and has a lot to say about the subject.  She will say things, but she will principally moderate tonight.


And, Susan, over to you, and welcome.


GLASSER:  Well, first of all, thank you so much, Jeff.


I know all of you are really happy that Ambassador Holbrooke was able to come and go and give his remarks and onto the main event, this panel discussion that you have been eerily waiting for tonight.


We want to thank, first of all, RFE/RL for having all of us here this evening.  We are looking forward to jumping right into a real conversation not only amongst ourselves but also with you the audience, and we're going to dispense with a lot of the formalities of the Washington ritual of the panel discussion and just have a real conversation among this distinguished group of people and also to take a few of your questions this evening.


I wanted to introduce, first of all, this really terrific group of people that we have assembled here.  Akbar Ayazi, who was alluded to earlier today, is the Director of RFE/RL's Radio Free Afghanistan, Radio Azadi.  It's the most popular radio station in Afghanistan.  It reaches approximately 8 million Afghan listeners each week.


Before joining RFE/RL, Akbar Ayazi was the Director of VOA's past two broadcasts to Afghanistan.  He emigrated to the United States during the Soviet Union's 1980 invasion of Afghanistan.  Before that, he had been a broadcaster for Afghan National Radio and TV, and one thing I know we will want to ask him about tonight is his recent experience of moderating Afghanistan's first‑ever election debate featuring an incumbent president, and I am sure there is a back story here perhaps we can get him to share with us this evening.  So thank you very much.


Next, we have Gretchen Peters, who is the author of "Seeds of Terror," a terrific book that's just out that explores the relationships between the Taliban, the opium trade, and other criminal activity in Afghanistan.  On a purely parochial note, Gretchen along with Alex, our next panelist, has also been an early contributor to the Af‑Pak Channel on ForeignPolicy.com.  We're very grateful to her for that.  She's covered Afghanistan and Pakistan for more than a decade for the Associated Press and ABC News.  She's appeared in many other distinguished print and television and radio outlets as well and has received numerous journalistic honors, including an Emmy nomination for her 2007 coverage of the assassination of the late Pakistani Prime Minister, Benazir Bhutto.  We thank her very much for joining us tonight.


Alexander Thier is the Director for Afghanistan and Pakistan of the United States Institute of Peace.  Before coming to USIP, Alex was the Director of the Project on Failed States at Stanford University Center on Democracy Development and the Rule of Law.  He also worked as a legal advisor to Afghanistan's Constitutional and Judicial Reform Commission in Kabul, and in that position, he helped to develop the new constitution and judicial system for the country.  Prior to that, in the 1990s, he worked as a UN and an NGO official in Afghanistan and was an officer in charge of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance to Afghanistan and Kabul.  So he has a long and deep history with this region, and we are so glad to have you here to night.


As I said, we are going to dispense with the formalities, put away those opening statements, and we'll jump right in.  I think, certainly, although we're eager to hear about the Afghan presidential debate, I thought we would start back actually where we ended, which is on the subject of letters.  There are some tremendous letters that everybody has on their table here.  You showed us this long scroll‑like letter.


There are many different kinds of communications happening right now inside Afghanistan and to Afghanistan.  One of the most pointed ways in which we've all heard about the Taliban communicating with Afghans is in the form of the dread night letters.


I remember very vividly my own encounter with a young woman school teacher in Kandahar ‑‑ and this was years ago now ‑‑ who had been the recipient of one of these letters and faced the terrible dilemma when we happened to encounter her just that same day of whether she should go back to school.  This was in the immediate aftermath of the Taliban's collapse, and she had gone back to work as a school teacher for the first time in many years, and, you know, of course, the level of violence associated with such tactics has only escalated since then.


So my question to our group is let's talk a little bit about what happens on the other side of the wall.  What is the Taliban's communication strategy that's being countered by outlets such as this new Pashto service?


Akbar, how have you seen that communications plan on the part of the Taliban change and grow?  What has been their response?


AYAZI:  Well, thank you very much, and I am happy to be part of this great event.  I would like to thank Jeff for supporting the Afghan Service, Jeff Gedmin.  He is a great supporter of the Afghan Service, and as he said, we are shining, and we are the jewel of Radio Free Europe.


Somebody asked me exactly the same question today, what's the communication tool and how the Taliban will do with communication, and I said just in two words, simply a mobile phone.  Within seconds, the message is there.  They take their responsibility.  They communicate, and now the other tool they are using is Internet.


I received an e‑mail from the spokesperson of Taliban, and he names me, "Mr. Ayazi, this is the statement from our great Mullah Omar, and please kindly cooperate and put it on the air."


GLASSER:  And do you do it when you get that e‑mail?


AYAZI:  Well, of course, I have to ignore it.


But the thing is they are part of the issue now.  They are part of the crisis there in Afghanistan.  So we have to put it in context, what their version of the story is, and that is how we balance ourself.  We can't just ignore them, but they are good in their communication, just mobiles.


We change the telephone numbers of almost every individual reporter in Afghanistan.  Within two weeks, they have the numbers of these reporters again, the new numbers, but, at the same time, they don't want us to be off the air.  They want us to be on the air because they know the popularity of this radio, and they are taking advantage of it, but, of course, we are not going to provide them a platform.  But we have to put them in context.


GLASSER:  Gretchen, how have you seen that sort of communications world of the Taliban change since that immediate aftermath of 9/11 compared with today?


PETERS:  Well, the Taliban and other extremist groups that operate along the border on both sides, their methods of communication and the way in which they upload and broadcast their statements, video statements, have become dramatically more sophisticated in the last few years.


In fact, an analyst I was speaking to recently who is actually an expert on technical matters, which I am not, compared the global system for uploading statements by the Taliban, al‑Qaeda, other extremist groups, compared it to the global website service run by CNN or the BBC saying it is just as sophisticated.  There appear to be moderators in different parts of the world that will check and edit and take things down if they don't like them.


I think that it is a big mistake to underestimate the organization behind this effort.


GLASSER:  Given the range and sophistication and the incredible ease with which the Taliban is able to e‑mail radio presenters and television presenters, Alex, do you think that helps the U.S. and other western forces in Afghanistan understand who their enemy is better or not?  Do we have more knowledge now, eight years in, with this incredible explosion of communication tools?


THIER:  Let me say, first, thanks also for having me here, and for those who haven't gotten a chance to see the museum, I was really struck by walking around before about the incredible power and impact of media in our own society that this museum chronicles.  So it is worthwhile thinking about, as we have this explosion of media on both sides of the border in Afghanistan and Pakistan, how that helps or hurts, I think, ultimately.


I do think that it's interesting when you look at the transition from how the Taliban treated media in the 1990s to how they treat it in the post‑2001 era, that we have learned a lot about them, and they have learned a lot about the world.


They, of course, famously didn't want people's images recorded and those sorts of things, and they adapted very quickly to an environment where media and media outreach really makes an impact, but, at the same time, I do think that that has helped us to understand.


I mean, I don't think that we can take everything that the Taliban say about what they're about and what their propaganda represents at face value, but, at the same time, I do think that there is a core that goes back to the 1990s and, of course, goes back to Jihadist and other movements long before the birth of the Taliban that runs through that rhetoric, and it's very important for us to understand the message because that message is one that does resonate with people.


I don't think that we should just believe that somehow the Taliban make things up and broadcast their message and that illiterate Afghan and Pakistani Pashtuns just buy it.  They are speaking in a social and historical context that makes sense to people, and that is very important for us to understand.


GLASSER:  Akbar, I read recently a quote, and I'm not sure if you agree with this or not, but this is a quote.  I think it was by the producer of Afghan Star, which for those of you who don't know is sort of the local version of American Idol, and I'm told that it's the most popular, by far, television program in Afghanistan.


This guy was quoted as saying that he thought that Afghan Star was doing more to change the country of Afghanistan than any government communications program or sort of official education could ever possibly do, and I'm just curious if you see that happening, the transformation in any way of Afghan society because of the broader availability of television, of radio programs like yours.  Is that actually having an effect?


AYAZI:  Yes.  Definitely, it is having an effect.  I was watching this who in Kabul, and the contestants were ‑‑ there was this break dance contest.  The way he was dancing, I have not seen it in New York streets, and I just couldn't believe the guy, how enthusiastically he was dancing and, indeed, how bravely he was coming on the stage.  He is truly the young generation.  He is moving toward that direction.  The nation and especially the young generation, the youth, they are tired of extremism and violence, and this is a great opportunity for them.


Of course, extremists in the government, outside of the government, in Taliban are opposing these kinds of programs and activities, but this is something that the young generation is attracted to.  It works, it helps, and it is a great entertainment.


Soap opera is the number‑one program on television.  We have a little anecdote as a joke ‑‑ I don't know if it is true or wrong ‑‑ that parliamentarians say, "Hey, let's vote and finish the voting because we're going to miss the soap opera."  So this kind of television, this kind of communication and entertainment is helping, but, of course, at the same time, radios like ours, radios like Voice of America and BBC and others are playing an important role communicating information, providing a platform for discussion.


Our call‑in shows is the greatest platform.  We have kind of developed this culture of tolerance among the Afghans to come on the air and debate and discuss and ask very intelligent, important questions from the guests that we have on the show.


GLASSER:  Since we didn't get a chance to ask questions of Ambassador Holbrooke, I think we should jump right in and ask a couple of sort of in‑the‑news cycle questions.


Alex is just back from being over in Kabul during the elections.  So one question I have, which I'm sure everybody here has, is who won the elections.  When are we going to find that out, and what is going to be the response in Afghan society to this prolonged period of uncertainty?  What do you think, Alex?


THIER:  Well, I think nobody won the election.  Unfortunately, at this point, no matter how it turns out, no one won the first round.


The election obviously has been deeply marred, I think, by the allegations of fraud.  Voter turnout was low, much lower, I think, than anybody would have hoped.  Depending on how many real votes there were in the election, it's ranged between 30 and 35 percent probably, which means that the Taliban in many ways, I think, did their job in advance of the elections.  Although violence wasn't as high on election day as some might have feared, there is certainly an indication that a lot of people didn't turn out, out of fears of violence but possibly also apathy.


But, in many ways, I think the big story of the election that we have to keep watching is about the legitimacy of the Afghan government, and the most disappointing thing about the election is that it reinforces the most negative story in Afghanistan over the last eight years, which is that the good team, the people who came and tried to promote democracy and development and get rid of the Taliban and get rid of extremism, ended up being associated with a lot of bad actors.  And even though some of these people were gradually marginalized, a lot of them were brought back for this election.


Then when you add that to the fact that there was so much fraud in the election, that it reinforces people's notion that the system is corrupt, that the government is corrupt, and that the powerful live by different rules than the poor and the rest of the country, and that's the most dangerous narrative for Afghanistan because whatever the meaning of elections in Afghanistan's early democracy, the most important thing is that people begin to trust government again, and I think that that's been dealt a real blow.


GLASSER:  Gretchen, your book obviously deals with a powerful source of corruption in Afghanistan, which is that exploding drug trade and its connections throughout the Afghan power structure.


Tell us what you think about the allegations that have surrounded President Karzai and his brother in particular.  Do you think that is an actual political factor at this point?  Is it something that clearly the U.S. has had to calibrate very carefully and is trying to change the way in which it has engaged with President Karzai?  What's your take on this?


PETERS:  Well, I think there are now certainly enough allegations about President Karzai's half brother's alleged involvement in the drugs trade, that there certainly needs to be some sort of official investigation led by a joint panel of Afghan and foreign investigators, independent panel, not just about the President's half brother.  His running mate, Marshal Fahim, has had allegations that members of his family or that he has connections to smuggling.  The Deputy Counter‑Narcotics Minister, there have been reports in the media about his alleged involvement.


As Alex was saying, this not only damages the credibility of the Afghan government, but it doesn't really give the coalition and the international community much leg to stand on when fighting the criminal behavior of the insurgency.I don't think there is anything to be gained by being seen ‑‑ the coalition and the international community don't gain anything by appearing to be supporting one set of criminals fighting against another, and I do think that there has to be very, very stringent efforts to investigate claims of corruption, drug‑related and other, and that needs to be a very public process.


And when those investigations don't pan out into anything, then they can be put to rest, but the continued questions and the refusal to have an actual investigation, I think, is really damaging the legitimacy of the government in Afghanistan.


GLASSER:  Akbar, I do want to get to our questions from the audience, but I have to ask you.  How much does this come up among your listeners?  How much is this a subject that you are broadcasting on Radio Azadi?  Are you comfortable discussing the allegations connected with the President?  Is there much public debate about this at this point?


AYAZI:  Yes, definitely.  It's a major concern, but the way Afghans view this fraud issue in the election is probably a little different than the way we see it in the West.


To them, elections is not as an important institution yet as it is for the United States and the western democracies who have experienced the elections for centuries sometimes, but, yes, of course, it's a concern, and it's a concern for them that will legitimize the new government, whoever is going to win.


But now legitimizing these elections in the way we want to do it is probably going to be different.  I think if we use the Afghan traditional way of institutions that are effective for these kind of disputes probably would be the best.  We were having this discussion this morning.  I said at the end, if we can't reach a conclusion who is the winner, the Afghan Institution of Royjerga [ph] is probably the best solution.  Let them come and stamp it and put that stamp of approval of whoever is the winner.


But, yes, listeners call.  You wouldn't believe like on the ‑‑ we see this allegation is more geared towards Karzai.  Of course, he's in the government, and, of course, frauds are being committed.


The first e‑mail we received on the radio was from a female from Mazari Sharif in the north and said, "Azadi, I am an observer in Mazari Sharif of the local elections.  I just saw the people from the Commander Ata forcing people to vote for Abdullah.  I resign.  Can you please put it on the air?"  And we went on the air, and we put it on the air, and then, of course, we received also similar messages and e‑mails and calls.


We opened a hotline for the listeners, and they were reporting to us.  We opened a new window for the listeners saying eyewitness reports during the elections, and people were reporting to us from the polling stations on all sorts of issues.


But when you look at ‑‑ just a little anecdote, my reporter was coming ‑‑ he came.  We went him to a very close polling station near the bureau in Kabul, and he said he was short of breath.  He was running.  He came.  He said, "You know, there was shooting in this polling station."  That was about like two blocks away from our bureau, and he said, "The observers were running away, and the officials were running away, and the voter was standing there by the boxes, and nobody knew what happened to the boxes and where the votes went."  So we had incidents like that also during the election, but, of course, this is always a concern.


GLASSER:  Well, who says crowd sourcing was invented by the Internet?  Right?  There's radio.


We're going to take a few questions from the audience.  If I could ask you just to stand up and state your name and where you're from and try to keep it into an actual question, that would be terrific.  So we can take a few.  We have some microphones here in the audience.


I cannot really see.


ATTENDEE:  My name is Paul Quinn‑Judge.  I'm from the International Crisis Group.


The panel has very aptly noted the fact that corruption is a de-legitimizing factor in any political structure.  For the moment, when you look at Afghanistan, do you view corruption as a series of islets of problems, or is it in an entranced structure?  In either case, what can be done to break the hold on corruption on the Afghan political process?  Thank you.


PETERS:  I'd like to make a quick comment on what I see as very different perceptions of what is the real ‑‑ the biggest corruption problem, both in Afghanistan and in Pakistan.


If you ask Afghans what they think is the corruption problem in Afghanistan, many will tell you that it's the $10‑million USAID contract, no bid to a construction firm that then subcontracts it for $7 million to a Turkish firm that then subcontracts it for $3 million to a local firm, and in the end, a $1 million ‑‑ you know, a few buildings for $1 million get built that are decrepid and are not maintained.  And they will tell you that is what corruption is.


If you ask ordinary Pakistanis what corruption is, many will tell you that it is the years that the U.S. government secretly funded the Mujahideen through the ISI without accountability or oversight and the years post 2001 that this happened, that again millions of dollars was given to the Pakistan military and the ISI without any oversight.  And I think it's very hard to argue with people that those are not also ‑‑ I mean, it's very hard for me to argue with those perceptions, and I think they have a very good point.


I think the United States needs to get its own house in order before we start working on corruption issues in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and the U.S. government needs to be very, very cautious about the individuals that it partners with there.


GLASSER:  Alex?


THIER:  Well, maybe I will just say something about ‑‑ and I am not disagreeing at all with Gretchen because I think it's an enormous problem, and it's a perception problem, but, obviously, it's an enormous problem also for people in everyday life in dealing with government officials, dealing with judiciary.


People are really ‑‑ and surveys show this consistently.  People are driven away from the government because of corruption.  One of the questions that is an interesting sort of question to ask is if a child has his bike stolen, who will he tell?  Will he go to the police, or will he tell someone else?  I think all too often in Afghanistan, where the police are in many ways the face of the government at the local level, that answer is a resounding no.  They wouldn't go to the police because the police inspire more fear often than they do a notion of law enforcement.


But at the other end of the spectrum, I think in terms of how you deal with it, there has to be leadership.  If there is seem‑to‑be corruption at the top, it's impossible to address the rot of corruption throughout the system.


And one of the most important things I think that we can do is to make sure that corrupt officials do not get into the system and those who are in the system get out.  We have to do a lot more in terms of helping the Afghan authorities to vet the people that they are putting into positions because when people see that it's the governor or the minister or so on, someone who is known for corruption, who is known for criminality being put in those positions, the argument is lost.


GLASSER:  Akbar, how have you been it change, this corruption question, since the Afghanistan that you left?


AYAZI:  You know, in just a recent article that Brzezinski had published ‑‑ I'm not going to quote him, but this is what I understood, that we here in the West maybe ease on the notion of this corruption in Afghanistan because that's a government that is totally dependent on the United States and the West, the western aid.  So, if we don't have a system of accountability of our aid and the money, I totally agree with you.


The government that has been placed there with the help of the international community and is funded by the international community is made of warlords and corrupted officials.  You know, you can go to the streets of Kabul.  Main streets openly used for traffic are now blocked by these warlords who have gained the contract, as Gretchen was referring to, and they have owned the whole street now.  They own it, and they have blocked it, and no one dare can open that street for the traffic.


So the accountability, the change of the individuals in the government will probably help, and, of course, the accountability.


GLASSER:  Do we have another question?


ATTENDEE:  Hi.  My name is Ron.  I'm with Washington TV.


I'd like to ask how have the people of Afghanistan viewed the recent election crisis across the border in Iran, and have there already been any parallels in terms of corruption and stolen election?  Are those parallels being made?


GLASSER:  Alex, do you want to ‑‑


THIER:  Well, it's an interesting question because, prior to the election, this was on everybody's minds, on everybody's lips, what happened in Iran, and the Afghan election campaigns, particularly the campaign of Dr. Abdullah but some of the others already started to do things that would suggest that they were like the candidates who felt that the election had been stolen from them in Iran, including trying to come up with a color scheme because obviously this color, the green color, had become so important in the Iranian context.  And so they were definitely playing on that, and I think it really heightened people's awareness of election fears.


I think that the good side of this story, although the election has been problematic in Afghanistan, is actually to highlight some of the critical differences between what happened in Iran and in Afghanistan.


In Iran, you had a regime and whether or not they actually won the election, which I don't think anybody will know.  They had the power simply to suck all the votes into a black box and spit out an answer, and whether or not people accepted it was a different question.


And Afghanistan, of course, one of the reasons that we're having this crisis of this length is precisely the opposite, that there actually are institutions that are imposing some accountability on the election.


You have the Elections Complaint Commission that has received over 2,500 complaints that they are investigating.  They have ordered a re‑count of nearly 10 percent of all the ballots in Afghanistan, and that's being carried out.  You have a media that is able to report.  There have been a number of fascinating stories.  You also had a level of access into the election process.  If you go on YouTube and type in "Afghan election fraud," you'll see an array of fascinating films of people sitting there and filling out ballot after ballot, sometimes not even tearing them out of the book to begin with.


So there has been sunshine to some extent as a disinfectant on this process.  It's left us in a crisis, but it has exposed a lot of the problems, and so I think that that's a really critical and important difference to compare with Iran.


AYAZI:  I think this process in Afghanistan like we refer to, there are institutions now, and this process helps for the future of Afghanistan.  It will leave a good precedent, and, hopefully, in the next election, when we have it in the next five years, a lot of these problems will be addressed.  A lot of these problems will be solved, and I don't think we would have the problem to the extent that we have now.


But in Iran, as you referred to, it has gone to this black hole, and we don't know what happened.  How are we going to fix it?  But for Afghanistan, there is a hope that in the future elections, this problem will be addressed more rigorously than it is now.


GLASSER:  Do you agree with that positive ‑‑


PETERS:  Yeah.


GLASSER:  Okay.  I think we probably have time for one or two more questions.  Here is a question right here, then one more.


ATTENDEE:  My name is Ameen Tazi [ph].  I am from the [?] university.


Let's look forward, whoever wins, Mr. Karzai or Mr. Abdullah, the true [?] or whichever way.  How would that individual work to gain legitimacy back, and what in all of media in that would be?  And second to that is next year's election.  What lessons learned from this election we have, we saying the international community and the Afghan government, at the next year's election, both parliamentary ‑‑ and hopefully they will have district councils ‑‑ that these problems will not happen, because I think what we look at, if you look at four years ago, there was a lot of issues that were raised, but then people forgot about them, and then we kind of ‑‑ few months beforehand, we all came, okay, let's do something about it.


So those are the two issues, how they can gain legitimacy and gain the trust both of the Afghans and of the international community, whoever it is, and secondly, what could we do to make sure that next something better happens?  Thank you.


GLASSER:  Akbar, do you see any signs of learning from the problems of the past?


AYAZI:  Yeah.  I mean, legitimacy sometimes takes time.  With time, legitimacy takes place, but, you know, now it depends really how this legitimacy of the election is going to materialize, if it's going to be in the right way and the correct way, not the Iranian way, Ahmadinejad is going to be the President, it continues, things are back on track, the cabinet is approved, but if this legitimacy in Afghanistan is going to be in a way that has happened in Iran, I don't think the government, whoever is going to be the President, will have the trust of the people or will be able to govern as properly as the international community expects.


THIER:  Well, you know, I think that what the next President needs to do is to get his arms around the twin ‑‑ I think the most important things that this government is facing, which is insecurity and injustice, and there is a dynamic at play because of the very heavy American and international footprint in Afghanistan that, in some ways, I think prevents the Afghans from truly taking charge of these issues.


One of the things that I was disappointed with in the campaign is the lack of a ‑‑ maybe this is the wrong way to put it, but a sort of fiery or invigorated rhetoric on the part of the leading Presidential candidates about how they're going to take charge of their country and the problems confronting their country.


I don't think that until you have that sort of assertion of Afghan leadership to deal with these twin problems, it will be very hard for a President to become legitimate.


The President of Afghanistan doesn't control a whole lot of what happens in his country, and it's likely to be sometime before he does, and so what you need is someone who can lead forcefully as opposed to who can control everything.


GLASSER:  I think what we'll do, since we're running out of time, we'll take ‑‑ there's a number of questions here.  I want to go through those.  We'll let people get up, one, two, three, give their questions, and then we'll do a final lightning round, so we can get into any ‑‑


GEDMIN:  We'll do a question back there and then one more right here and then maybe let people talk to the panelists individually afterwards.


GLASSER:  That's great.


ATTENDEE:  Thank you.  Spencer Ackerman with The Washington Independent.


Why should we expect a government that's probably going to come to power under an enormous legitimacy cloud after basically a tremendous amount of election fraud to deal with any of these corruption problems?


GLASSER:  Do we want to ‑‑ we'll just pick up one more here.


ATTENDEE:  Thank you.  Dita Ditka [ph], Georgetown University.


Do you all think it is a good idea to set a time limit for the western military presence?  Pressure might grow in that direction, and what's your answer?  If the answer is no ‑‑ I assume it is, and I hope it is.  But then the question is how long do you think it takes to get a measure of Afghan ownership, so that we can see and have a better sense of how long a western commitment is going to last.


GLASSER:  Thank you very much.  Two final questions, important subjects.  Do you want to take them first?


AYAZI:  Can I take the last question?


GLASSER:  Sure.


AYAZI:  Oh.


GLASSER:  All right.  One more.


GEDMIN:  Sorry.  Yeah.  There is just one more.  I have been promising them for ages.  They have been so patient.


GLASSER:  Terrific.


ATTENDEE:  It's a quickie.  The election or the election results in Afghanistan are taking a lot of time to get announced.  Recommend consulting with a person who knows how to announce the results of the election before the polls closed, President Lukashenko of Belarus.


[Laughter.]


GLASSER:  Okay.  I don't ‑‑ that's some advice you can take back with you to Kabul.


Do you want to go ahead with your question?


ATTENDEE:  Hi.  My name is Shakil Lakalji [ph].  I am a freelance journalist, a former Radio Free Europe correspondent.


This goes to Mr. Ayazi.  What do you think ‑‑ this would be based on your assessment being an Afghanistan during the election overall, the role of media during the election and also the ‑‑ how far they have come so far and legitimately expressing themselves freely without any censorship or basically the role they played during the election overall in the promotion of democracy in Afghanistan.  Thank you.


GLASSER:  Thanks.


AYAZI:  Should I go ahead and answer her?


GLASSER:  In any order you like.


AYAZI:  Oh, okay.  Well, thank you.


I think media ‑‑ one of the best things that has happened out of what is happening in Afghanistan and the new democracy we are introducing there, relatively in the region, if you look at the neighboring countries in the north and south and to the west, Afghanistan has a relatively free media, and I think this media played a very important role.


If the lady in the north can send me an e‑mail within seconds that she is resigning and I am putting it on the air, I think this is very important for the listeners to know and to inform them about what is happening on that day when the election process is taking place.


So it was important.  They believed.  They trusted, and they were listening to ‑‑ we put a video camera, and the reporters and the cameramen were in all these cafes, and we went to people's homes.  They were stuck to the television and the radio to know what is happening, and especially when there was the security concern, the threats that were given by the Taliban.  So media really played an important role by informing about the process of the elections, where to go, how to vote, when to vote, and all these kind of things.  So it was an important event for the media, and the people really, I think, trusted the media for informing them and telling them about the elections.


And I am just going to quickly answer about the gentleman who asked about the military presence and the deadline.  Somebody asked me this question again today, and the military presence of the international forces in the United States and Afghanistan is a hate and love game.  They love us, the American and the international community, to be there, but they hate them because the civilian casualties is a big concern for them.  They want them to be there.  They want them to stay there because they know the Afghan military, the Afghan police forces is not capable yet.  It has not reached to the level where it's going to protect the government, and so as long as they are not sure about that one, they would love to see the international community stay there.  So I don't know how can we set a deadline when the nation is willing to the international community to be ‑‑ and need them because they know the minute the international community is out, the military forces are out, Afghanistan is going to go be back to square one.


‑ ‑ ‑




