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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 The Taliban takeover of Kabul, the period leading to this event, and the period of an 
uncertain future that followed, represented challenging times for the United Nations 
Security Management System (UNSMS) in Afghanistan. The United States' decision 
to end its military engagement in the spring of 2021 led to the withdrawal of all 
international forces by August 2021, seeing the districts across Afghanistan falling to 
the Taliban with accelerated speed. On 6 August 2021, Provincial Capitals fell to the 
Taliban, and on 15 August, they entered and took control of Kabul unopposed, much 
to their – and others' - surprise.  

The events leading to and following the fall of Kabul to the Taliban significantly 
impacted the ability of the UN system to implement the political mandates and majority 
of humanitarian and development programmes. However, while most of the 
embassies closed and the diplomatic missions left, taking with them numerous Afghan 
employees, the UN system decided to stay and deliver, focusing on ensuring the 
safety and security of UN staff, with a particular emphasis on National staff, affected 
by the nature and the speed of the unfolding events. It is worth mentioning that 
concerns related to female personnel were poignant and required special attention. In 
the tense environment, the Designated Official (DO), in consultation with the Security 
Management Team (SMT) and the Crisis Management Team (CMT), had to take 
difficult security decisions, ranging from alternate working arrangements to relocating 
and evacuating UN staff and their families. The exceptional evacuation of National 
staff and their eligible family members is particularly significant. These decisions were 
supported by security analysis provided by the Security Information and Operation 
Centre (SIOC), which strived to portray an accurate picture of the security 
developments. As a result, some field offices were drawn down orderly; however, with 
the unexpected fall of the Government and the total collapse of the national security 
forces, the UNSMS, along with all international actors, had to scramble and handle 
challenging situations in several Field offices and Kabul.  

The Secretary-General (SG), through an Emergency Planning Directive, in June 2021 
established a time-bound Executive Committee Working Group (ECWG) on 
Afghanistan, chaired by the Deputy Secretary-General (DSG), to support the crisis 
response in the field and ensure system-wide coordination. The ECWG guided the 
system-wide contingency planning in Afghanistan, given the announced departure of 
international forces. The ECWG stood down on 4 August 2021, completing key 
deliverables. It was reactivated by the Executive Committee to address urgent 
priorities that emerged from the rapidly deteriorating situation following the fall of the 
Government in mid-August 2021. On 27 August 2021, the ECWG agreed that the UN 
must look beyond the immediate emergency period and be prepared to deliver 
programmes beyond the critical humanitarian operations, to sustain the livelihoods 
and deliver essential social services, including health, education, and social 
protection. To accomplish its tasks, the ECWG established a series of thematic sub-
working groups, among which one focused on security, led by the UN Department of 
Safety and Security (UNDSS) working in close coordination with the DO and the 
Principal Security Advisor (PSA) in Afghanistan. It is worth mentioning the visit of the 
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USG UNDSS to Kabul, in June 2021, in the period leading to the takeover by the 
Taliban, which helped galvanize the UNSMS response to the crisis.  

Multiple challenges emerged during the crisis. Chief amongst them was that the 
UNSMS could not ensure access to secure runways or helipads to ensure that 
relocation or evacuation by air could be conducted unimpeded. Toward the end of 
August, the Kabul International Airport was hardly accessible and non-functional 
except for exceptional flights organized by certain member states. UNAMA's air assets 
were grounded or damaged, and for several weeks there was no way to evacuate the 
remaining international staff if the crisis had escalated further or if there was a medical 
emergency. Fortunately, neither materialized.  

A Lessons Learned Review (LLR) was conducted between July and October 2022 by 
an inter-Agency team comprising UNSMS representatives and chaired by an 
independent consultant. The focus was to identify lessons learned related to the 
UNSMS response during the period leading to the takeover of power of the Taliban 
and in the ensuing weeks, i.e., the months of May/June, July, August, and 
September/October 2021. The LLR TOR specified a technical review carried out 
through desktop reviews, surveys, and interviews with key stakeholders, security 
decision-makers, and other UN personnel, including staff representatives. The LLR 
team reviewed events on the Afghan territory affected by the crisis and the relocation 
and evacuation of UN staff. The team commenced its work by conducting desktop 
research, visiting Afghanistan to interview staff who were present in Afghanistan, as 
well as executing online meetings and a survey amongst critical role players and 
decision-makers who were involved in the events (A summary of the 107 interviews 
and 99 survey results are available if so required). The team was tasked to present its 
findings to the UNDSS Senior Leadership and the IASMN and publish it in relevant 
communities of practice. 

After its review, the following main recommendations were identified by the LLR team: 

1. UNDSS TRS should monitor the strategic level forecasts presented by SIOCs
in countries experiencing severe security crisis situations to enhance
consistent, structured processes in developing security forecasts to challenge
the status quo and minimize cognitive bias.

2. The Afghanistan SIOC should sustain its effective and timely cooperation and
coordination with the Mission's analytical capacities and ensure a robust
information source base.

3. The Afghanistan SC and SMT security briefings’ structure should be reviewed
to ensure analysis and information presented are focused on providing relevant
and timely information to support decision-making.

4. UNDSS DRO to provide a structured process for the review and oversight of
Security Plans to support all P/C/SAs in ensuring it is fit for purpose and
consistent with Security Policies and Guidelines.

5. UNDSS CEMS to develop and share best practices of Security Planning,
prioritizing Relocation and Evacuation, Emergency Communications, Convoy
Procedures, and Crisis Management Plans.

6. IASMN SRM/SSIRS Working Group to revisit the SRM policy, guidelines, and
e-Tool to ensure a practical, user-friendly, fit for purpose, and policy that
supports decision-making, including in crises.

marcosmoliner
Highlight
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7. IASMN SRM/SSIRS Working Group to review capacity building for Security
Professionals that not only addresses the conceptual understanding of the
SRM but is also its practical use in various contexts faced globally.

8. UNDSS TDS, supported by DRO and the IASMN, to review and update the
security training and capacity building available for security decision-makers,
especially DOs, ASCs, and SMT Members.

9. UNDSS TDS in collaboration with DRO, to review the P/C/SA training curricula
to ensure that UNDSS field staff execute its client-orientated support role to
collaborate/coordinate the enablement of Mission and AFPs to execute their
mandates.

10. UNDSS, and CEMS, in collaboration with DRO, to develop and share Best
Practices on the SRM and develop Best Practices for Security Decision-
Makers, especially DOs.

11. UNDSS to develop SOPs for addressing the exceptional evacuation of National
staff. The Personal Security Risk Assessment (PSRA) format should be
revisited and tested before implementation.

12. UNDSS, in collaboration with the appropriate Department(s), should review the
evacuation policy to provide additional incentives and support for staff who
continue to stay and deliver during a crisis.

13. All means of communication, including the equipment involved, must be tested
for compatibility regularly as part of exercises and daily routine.

14. The content of communication messages must be tested for International and
National staff to ensure understanding and effectiveness before being shared.

15. The UNSMS in Afghanistan should jointly develop a crisis communication plan
to give clear guidance for effective communication, especially during a crisis.

16. A monitoring mechanism must be developed to ensure that staff lists are
regularly updated.

17. Stating that female staff is prioritized needs the associated actions to make it a
lived reality.

18. After a crisis of this nature, it must be mandatory to conduct an AAR as soon
as the security situation has stabilized.
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PREAMBLE 
 
1. Over one year into Taliban rule in Afghanistan, UN operations continue, and 
the members of the UNSMS remain committed to "stay and deliver" on their 
mandates and programmes, while a few personnel are still outside the country, 
operating remotely or under evacuation status. While the revision of the evacuation 
status is ongoing through relevant security risk management processes, related 
administrative actions, and engagement with various member states, this LLR aims 
to consider the responses, leadership, and management actions during the crisis by 
the UNSMS with a view of identifying security lessons for further consideration.   
  

OBJECTIVE, SCOPE, PRINCIPLES, AND METHODOLOGY  
  
2. The LLR examines the decisions and actions of the UNSMS, as well as its 
responses to the crisis in an objective manner to identify lessons, positive and 
negative, that should serve to avoid repeating errors, enhance best practices, adjust 
policies, operational guidance, procedures, enhance relevant capacity building and 
development, tap into the cumulative knowledge the UNSMS system has, and use 
gained knowledge to strengthen security services and programmes globally. The LLR 
Afghanistan captures the knowledge and understanding gained by experience and 
repurposes the ability to be used to create value for the UNDSS, IASMN, and the 
broader UNSMS system.   

  
3. The review focused on identifying LL related to the UNSMS responses during 
the period leading to the takeover of power by the Taliban from April and in the 
immediate ensuing period until 30 September addressing technical UNSMS aspects 
of the period under consideration. Furthermore, the review considered events on 
Afghan territory, the crisis, including the relocation/evacuation of UN personnel, and 
related thematic issues.  

  
4. The LLR made all efforts to conduct its activities in an impartial, open, and 
participatory manner, based on empirically verified evidence that was valid and 
reliable, with results being made available and with ethics, ensuring that interviews 
were carried out with due respect and regard for those being interviewed including 
integrity and honesty of all stakeholders. Members of the LLR team made every effort 
to execute all activities independently and accurately. It also included understanding 
human rights-based approaches to programming, gender considerations, and 
participatory approaches sensitive to beliefs, manners, and customs.  

  
5. The methodology for this LLR included: the collection of data by capturing 
information through structured and semi-structured processes from primary and 
secondary sources and the data from secondary sources, such as documents, notes, 
emails, briefings, and meeting minutes, that were reviewed for further potential 
consideration. The primary sources for data collection were surveys, in-person and 
virtual interviews with individuals and groups representing decision-makers (UNSMS 
and non-UNSMS), security professionals (UNDSS, Agencies Funds and Programmes 
(AFP), Integrated Security Workforce (ISW), field, and HQ), International/National 
staff, and gender groups. (A summary of the 107 interviews and 99 survey results are 
available if required). The LLR is based upon both positive experiences that achieved 
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the goals of the UNSMS as well as negative experiences that could have resulted in 
undesirable consequences.  
 
6. The report will be presented to Under-Secretary-General UNDSS, the IASMN 
and disseminated to stakeholders such as UNDSS TDS, TRAS, Compliance 
Evaluation and Monitoring Section (CEMS), Policy unit, DRO and others who can use 
the outcome of the report for the revision of work processes, training, policies, and 
procedures. The information will be stored on the UNSMIN website in the LL electronic 
database for future accessibility by UNSMS members and in the UNDSS CEMS 
Repository.  
  

BACKGROUND   
   

THE SITUATION IN THE COUNTRY LEADING TO RELOCATION/EVACUATION 
  
7. During February 2020, the United States negotiated for the final withdrawal of 
US Forces by 1 May 20211. The same day, NATO said it would coordinate with the 
White House to initiate its withdrawal.  In response to the United States' decision to 
delay the complete withdrawal until 11 September, the Taliban released a statement 
saying that failure to complete the withdrawal by 1 May "opens” for [the Taliban] to 
take every necessary countermeasure. Hence the American side will be held 
responsible for all future consequences."   

  
8. In May 2021, the Taliban launched a major offensive on Afghan forces in the 
southern Helmand province and attacked at least six other areas. By June, fighting 
was raging in 26 out of the country's 34 provinces. By the end of June, the Taliban 
launched attacks in the north of the country, taking 50 of the 370 districts. During July, 
the Taliban increased the scale and speed of its advances, controlling about half of 
the country's districts. By the beginning of August, Zaranj and Kunduz fell, on 13 
August, provincial capitals fell, including Kandahar and Herat. The next day Mazar-I-
Sharif and Pul-e-Alam, the capital of Logar province just 70 km (40 miles) south of 
Kabul, were taken. On 15 August, they took Jalalabad and entered Kabul.    
  
9. Based on the analysis of the advances and takeovers, many predicted the 
Taliban would take over Kabul but did not anticipate it would happen in mid-August 
with USA forces still on the ground and without any resistance from the Afghan forces. 
The common forecast scenario was that there would be fighting on the outskirts of 
Kabul, and if Kabul fell, it would be closer to the end of the year.   
  
10. The situation during the period under review was highly fluid, and information, 
reporting, and analysis were often ambiguous and contradictory.  Despite some ties 
with Taliban officials at various levels, there was a great deal of uncertainty and fear 
amongst UN leadership, staff, and its implementing partners regarding the attitude and 
intent of the Taliban towards the United Nations.    

   

THE UNSMS STRUCTURE IN THE COUNTRY 
  

11. A brief overview of the UNSMS in Afghanistan during the evolving crisis is 
provided. The UNSMS leadership included: the SRSG UNAMA as the DO for Security, 
four DO a.i;   DSRSG/Political and DSRSG HC/RC, and two Agency Country 
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Representatives. Furthermore, the country UNSMS included: UNAMA and 20 AFPs, 
ADB, IMF, and the WB. There are 9 Security areas where the Area Security 
Coordinator (ASC) and ASMTs are established. Annexes B and C provide further 
details on locations and staff numbers. The total number of staff in the country in the 
summer of 2021 was 730 International and 3397 National staff, with 4128 family 
dependents. In July 2021, there were 389 (53%) International staff and 3397 (63%) 
National staff working from home or outside Afghanistan.  

   
12. The most significant presence of the UN family was in Kabul. Other more 
significant presences were in offices in Jalalabad, Kandahar, Mazar-I-Sharif, Herat, 
Bamyan, Kunduz, and Gardez. A slight presence of National staff was in seven other 
locations across the country.   

  

LESSONS LEARNED  
 

 SECURITY ANALYSIS 

  
13. The UNSMS is designed around a structured risk-based decision-making 
process. Sound analysis improves situational awareness and informs risk 
assessments and security planning, which are crucial for good security decision-
making.   
  
14. The UNDSS Afghanistan Security Information and Operations Centre (SIOC) 
was the primary analytical team supporting the UNSMS, working closely with the 
UNAMA Joint Analysis and Research Section (JARS).  Noting the upcoming 
withdrawal of international military forces, scenarios were developed, including 
indicators and triggers for actions/decisions for some regions.  
  
15. The SIOC's weekly security analysis to the SMT from March to the end of July 
2021 included clear indications of the rapid advances of the Taliban. During its weekly 
presentation in mid-May, it forecasted the fall of several provinces, including Kabul 
close to the dates the actual takeover played out.  These forecasts, however, were 
often lost in presentations that focused heavily on past events and incident statistics. 
Additionally, the prevailing view of many SMT members remained that a power-
sharing deal would be reached and that the Afghan Security Forces would eventually 
stop the Taliban offensive and effectively counter their control over provinces, 
especially areas around Kabul. As a result, the analysis that presented a forecast that 
the fall of provinces, including Kabul, did not significantly inform updated risk 
assessments, nor resulted in updated security plans nor did it significantly inform 
security decision-making.  
  
16. During August 2021, the analytical quality of the SIOC weakened. Fewer 
sources and reduced capacity resulted in less confidence in analytical presentations, 
frustrating security experts and decision-makers.   
 
Security Analysis Recommendations 
  

• UNDSS TRS should monitor the strategic level forecasts presented by SIOCs 
in countries experiencing severe security crises to enhance consistent, 
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structured processes in developing security forecasts to challenge the status 
quo and minimize cognitive bias. 

• The Afghanistan SIOC should sustain its effective and timely cooperation and 
coordination with mission analytical capacities and ensure a robust information 
source base.    

• The Afghanistan SC and SMT security briefing structures should be reviewed 
to ensure analysis and information presented are focused on providing 
relevant, timely information to support decision-making.  

.  

SECURITY PLANNING 
 
17. The Designated Area Security Plan (DASP) proactively lays out a set of 
realistic, predetermined, and rehearsed responses to various crises that could impact 
the UNSMS in a security area. It is a management tool aimed at ensuring security 
preparedness, including individual responsibilities, actions to be carried out, and the 
sequence to be followed in relevant situations 2.  
  
18. The review of the Afghanistan Security Plan started in May 2021 and was 
approved by the end of October 2021. During interviews, many colleagues noted that 
the plans were generic, unrealistic in reflecting logistic challenges such as MEDEVAC 
limitations, and relied significantly on the UNOCA facility in Kabul and the Kabul 
International Airport, with no airlift capacity at UNOCA. Some of these limitations and 
gaps were identified during tabletop exercises and others during partial relocation and 
footprint lightening exercises from field offices to Kabul. However, as of mid-August, 
they had not been addressed. Tabletop exercises focused on the strategic awareness 
of senior decision-makers but did not address detailed operational steps and actions.  
  
19. The Evacuation Plan identified Dubai, UAE, as the primary safe haven. 
However, it was known that it was no longer a feasible option due to strict Covid 
regulations.  With the support of the DRO Desk, additional locations were reviewed 
and added as alternates, but these did initially not include Almaty, Kazakhstan.  
 
Security Planning Recommendations 
 

• UNDSS DRO to review and enhance the review process and oversight of 
Security Plans to support all P/C/SAs in ensuring they are fit for purpose and 
consistent with Security Policies and Guidelines.  

• UNDSS CEMS, in collaboration with DRO, to develop and share best practices 
of Security Planning, prioritizing Relocation and Evacuation, Emergency 
Communications, Convoy Procedure, and Crisis Management Plans. 

  

 

 

 

SECURITY RISK MANAGEMENT AND DECISION-MAKING   
  

 
2 See Security Policy Manual (SPM) Chapter IV Section B Security Planning and Security Management 

Operations Manual (SMOM) Chapter XII Security Plans 

https://unsmin.dss.un.org/Library/Policy-and-Guidance/Security-Policy-Manual
https://unsmin.dss.un.org/Library/Policy-and-Guidance/SMOM
https://unsmin.dss.un.org/Library/Policy-and-Guidance/SMOM
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20. Risk Based decision-making is supported by the valid Security Risk 
Management Processes (SRM)3  The responsibilities and accountabilities of 
decision-makers, including the DO, PSA, ASC, and SMT, are outlined in the 
Security Framework of Accountability4.   
 
21. Amongst security professionals and decision-makers, there was limited 
conceptual understanding of the SRM process and decision-making based upon 
"Acceptable Risk". Security Cell members supported UNDSS colleagues in field 
offices in reviewing Area SRMs. This lack of understanding was compounded by the 
limitations of the SRM e-tool and guidance, which is not fit for purpose in a rapidly 
evolving crisis.  
 
22. During interviews, numerous security professionals highlighted the tedious and 
time-consuming process of preparing an SRM in the e-Tool. Most ASMT and SMT 
members shared that the current SRM process document is too long and repetitive 
and provides little clarity on the threat environment, risks to the UN, and risk 
management measures to be implemented. The four-week SMT review period of the 
SRM is not practical in a crisis. As the crisis unfolded, the lack of understanding of the 
SRM process combined with an impractical online tool led many to distrust the SRM 
as a concept and turn to alternative risk assessment and decision-making processes.  
 
23. Additional risk mitigation measures were used to decrease the exposure of staff 
and dependents, including alternate work modalities, "footprint lightening", relocation 
in the country, "hibernation", shelter in UN premises, and support for telecommuting 
arrangements to facilitate remote work from abroad. While these reduced staff 
vulnerabilities, it was noted that "footprint lightening" compared to relocation is not a 
measure supported by policy.  
 
24. No timely decision was made, nor action was taken for relocating the Jalalabad 
staff until the city's capture on 16 August. The instructions to relocate from Herat and 
Kandahar were also made too late, as the Taliban was taking control of cities, airports, 
and routes that were vital transport nodes. Air assets became unavailable or unusable. 
The decision to evacuate non-critical programme staff was taken too late, noting 
damaged aircraft, blocked roads, and unclear processes by authorities to obtain 
access to Kabul International Airport. The choice of Almaty as a safe haven for 
evacuation was also a surprise to many and was not listed as an option in the 
Evacuation Plan. However, Kazakhstan's UN team and Host Government rapidly 
mobilized to support the evacuation effectively.  
 
25. The lack of an implementable relocation and evacuation plan and clear convoy 
procedures, combined with the timing of relocation and evacuation decisions, left 
many with the perception that the security professionals were ill-prepared to manage 
the situation. 
 
 
 
26. Although the ASMTs were active, several interviews revealed limited interaction 
between ASCs and the DO. The ASMT minutes were not regularly reviewed at the 

 
3See Security Policy Manual (SPM) Chapter IV Section A Security Risk Management and Security Risk 

Management Manual 
4 See Security Policy Manual (SPM) Chapter II Section A Framework of Accountability 

https://unsmin.dss.un.org/Library/Policy-and-Guidance/Security-Policy-Manual
https://unsmin.dss.un.org/Library/Policy-and-Guidance/Security-Policy-Manual
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SMT level, nor were ASCs part of the SMT. The introduction of online meetings (due 
to COVID) ballooned the attendance of observers during SMT meetings. The SMT 
members during interviews especially reflected that not knowing everyone 
participating and not trusting who else might be listening in or would watch the 
recording severely inhibited honest discussions on sensitive issues.   
 
27. As the crisis evolved, the SMT and SC discussions increasingly reflected the 
growing split between UNAMA and agency mandates and priorities. Several 
interviewees reflected upon the dichotomy between the UNAMA (political) vs the AFP 
objectives of business. This added to the DOs difficulty in making timely decisions. 
The DO did not have an in-depth understanding of the functioning of the UNSMS at 
HQ and country level. The DO also received security information and advice from 
contacts outside of UNSMS, which did not serve her role as DO and final decision-
maker well. She was regularly briefed by UK and USA generals on their perceptions 
of what might take place. Security advice from the DSS colleagues was sometimes 
also perceived to be UNAMA-focused and risk-averse, minimizing, or disregarding 
discussions at the SC and the programme activities that other UNSMS Organizations 
needed to undertake to address the growing humanitarian crisis.  
 
28. The DO set up the CMT to support her in constructive discussion and decision-
making. Confusing resulted in the security role of the CMT. An overall less transparent 
decision-making process was perceived, as security decisions were frequently 
introduced to the SMT as "made at the CMT". Although the DO chaired the SMT and 
CMT, she could not effectively implement decisions made at these meetings. The DOs 
main challenge was that the AFPs often did not agree with decisions. 
 
29. With the evacuation of non-programme critical staff from Kabul, last-minute 
changes were made by some UNSMS organizations to the Programme Criticality 
Assessment to impact the decisions around which specific staff were to be evacuated. 
This was perceived to be "cooking the books" at various levels and inconsistent with 
the principle of decision-making based upon acceptable risk.  
 
Security Risk Management and Decision-making Recommendations 
  

• IASMN SRM/SSIRS Working Group to ensure a revised SRM policy, 
guidelines, and e-Tool are practical, user-friendly, fit for purpose, and supports 
decision-making, including in crises.  

• IASMN SRM/SSIRS Working Group to review capacity building for Security 
Professionals that not only addresses the conceptual understanding of the 
SRM but is also practical for use in various contexts faced globally.  

• UNDSS DRO to review the learning and development strategy to ensure focus 
on UNSMS Organizations' mandates and priorities and to strengthen client 
orientation in support of enabling programme delivery. 

• UNDSS TDS, supported by DRO and the IASMN, to review and update the 
security training and capacity building available for security decision-makers, 
especially DOs, ASCs, and SMT Members. This should include the fact that 
UNDSS is a service/client orientated service provider that focus on enabling 
the Mission and AFPs aim to Stay and Deliver. 

• UNDSS CEMS, in collaboration with DRO, to develop and share Best Practices 
on the SRM and develop Best Practices for Security Decision-Makers, 
especially DOs.  
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EVACUATION OF NATIONAL STAFF 
  
30. As per the UNSMS Policy5, evacuation may apply to locally recruited staff only 
in exceptional circumstances and with the approval of the Secretary-General. Any 
decision on relocation/evacuation shall be communicated by All-Agency Communique 
to advise on the details.  
   
31. The decision to evacuate National staff was characterized by many 
interviewees as not-risk-driven but political-driven, with no consideration of 
acceptance and access already established by some of the humanitarian AFPs, and 
implemented not in accordance with current policies, in a non-transparent way, with 
no strategic look at subsequent consequences.   
 
32. The UN Secretary-General appointed the ECWG led by the Deputy Secretary 
General (DSG) to provide advice on the developing crisis in Afghanistan. The ECWG 
set up a sub-working group under the leadership of USG DPPA with the purpose to 
"determining policy guidance on the evacuation of national staff." and providing 
recommendations to the Office of the DSG by 16 July. DPPA, relevant departments 
and UNAMA officials met to discuss the formulation of such guidance. UNAMA 
provided a brief background paper setting out the issue and proposing criteria for 
consideration of the USG DPPA working group. There were few security professionals 
in place to advise on this process in Afghanistan and at HQ. 
 
33. Various working groups were established in Afghanistan to review the security 
of National staff, specific provisions to support female National staff, and efforts were 
underway by senior leaders of UNAMA to gain the support of Member States in 
providing visas/asylum to UN National staff. In many cases, Member States did not 
have the capacity or willingness to provide this support.  
 
34. There was no straightforward process in Afghanistan to assess which National 
staff were at direct risk because of their employment with the UN. An adapted Personal 
Security Risk Assessment (PSRA) was developed and shared with UNAMA and 
Heads of Agencies. The development and review of initially about 1000 PSRA forms 
by the UNDSS team during the height of the crises, as the Taliban took over, severely 
limited the capacity of the ISW to support any other security areas. The ad-hoc nature 
of the process also resulted in marked frustration and anger, particularly among 
National staff. The process was not well understood and implemented differently by 
the different UNSMS Organizations, and final decisions were perceived to be 
significantly biased.  
 
Evacuation of National staff Recommendations 
 

• UNDSS HQ to develop SOPs for addressing the exceptional evacuation of 
National staff.  

• UNDSS, in collaboration with the appropriate Department(s), should review the 
evacuation policy to provide additional incentives and support for staff who 
continue to stay and deliver during a crisis. 

  

 
5 See Security Policy Manual (SPM) Chapter IV Section D Measures to Avoid Risk 

https://unsmin.dss.un.org/Library/Policy-and-Guidance/Security-Policy-Manual
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COMMUNICATION   
  
35. Effective communication is the process of exchanging information, knowledge 
and data so that the message is received and understood with clarity and purpose. 
Effective communication ensures that the sender and receiver understand the 
meaning of the messages.   
   
36. Regular communication exercises and daily radio checks were not the norms 
before the crisis unfolded within the Afghanistan UNSMS before the crisis unfolded. 
During the crisis period, the lack of regular communication routines caused 
communication gaps and misunderstandings, especially during the relocation and 
evacuation of staff. It was found that several staff had not received any communication 
from their supervisors for at least two weeks after the fall of Kabul, including within the 
ISW. AFPs, however, continued to communicate with their staff.  
  
37. On 25 May 2021, a message from the office of the SRSG 25/5/21 stated: "The 
Mission is pleased to announce.....dialogue process on security issues...all personnel 
will take part. Dialogue starts at the leadership level, cascading down until every 
UNAMA staff member has participated... to complement security emails, townhalls 
and other security meetings to inform staff. ..... 2-way comms to equip staff with 
accurate information ....... ". This did not materialize effectively. On 26 May, the SRSG 
shared a list of Key communication messages to supervisors that would be shared 
with staff regularly. In mid-June, a Security Dialogue feedback form was shared with 
staff. Several AFPs conducted effective weekly town hall meetings with staff. 
  
38. Regular security broadcasts were sent; however, many staff did not read them, 
nor did they follow the regular broadcasts. Townhall meetings were not effective, 
especially for National staff. International staff would overtake discussions and raise 
issues of personal concern rather than focus on the bigger security challenges in-
country. During the crisis, WhatsApp did not work for National staff.  National staff had 
no idea what was happening (especially those who had relocated from the Regions). 
It needs to be noted that several AFP warden systems functioned effectively.   
  
39. Tactical communication caused challenges because different 
systems/equipment were incompatible, implying that many UN entities could not 
communicate with one another. Example: the evacuation convoy movement from 
UNOCA to the Kabul International Airport caused chaos as diverse groups of vehicles 
used different radio frequencies and/or communication systems. Practical 
communication measures were lacking in some instances; there was no liaison officer 
embedded in the operations room at the Kabul International Airport for coordination 
with the forces controlling the Airport.  
  
Communication Recommendations 
  

• All means of communication, including the equipment involved, must be tested 
for compatibility regularly as part of exercises.  

• The content of communication messages must be tested for International and 
National staff understanding and effectiveness before being shared.  

• The UNSMS in Afghanistan should develop/update a crisis communication plan 
to give clear guidance for effective communication, especially during a crisis. 
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STAFF ISSUES  

STAFF LISTS  
 
40. The Staff lists were mostly inaccurate and not submitted regularly, especially 
those for which UNAMA was responsible, as well as ignorance shown by one or two 
AFPs when updates were requested. Further challenges were experienced in 
obtaining accurate and complete staff lists for the personnel with dependents. 
Inaccuracies included: staff with Covid arrangements, on leave or R&R, and 
duplicated names and individuals who were no longer working at the duty station. The 
staff lists required much validation to identify the staff who were to be evacuated. This 
resulted in delays in convoy preparations and the movement of staff. Some National 
staff did not have the required documents for dependents, such as passports or related 
proof of eligibility. The inaccurate staff lists confused and added anxiety.  
  

NATIONAL STAFF  
  
41. The UN is committed to stay and deliver in Afghanistan. Evacuation of National 
staff is being proposed only as a measure of last resort when all other risk-mitigation 
measures that can be adopted within the country fail to address the exceptional risk 
to National staff as a direct consequence of their employment for the UN. It is expected 
that a decision on evacuation will be informed on a case-by-case decision based on a 
UNDSS risk assessment of individual cases and that only the most compelling cases 
would be considered for evacuation. As such, the numbers are expected to remain 
low. Moreover, it is expected that evacuation would only be for a temporary period (6-
12 months) and that staff would be expected to return to Afghanistan when the 
situation normalized or make other personal arrangements to regularize their stay 
abroad.  
  
42. Interaction with National staff was not always effective, according to the 
feedback provided to the Team. Most National staff did not want to be relocated to 
Kabul, where according to them, they would be less safe and away from their normal 
social and broader family structures. National staff, during interviews, indicated that 
they discussed their safety and security concerns in Kabul. They would not be in an 
environment where they had their normal support structures and where they were not 
familiar with the Kabul "way of living". Most were not in agreement with the relocation 
to Kabul. 
  
43. National staff during "hibernation" did not always receive security broadcasts 
and often, especially after relocation to Kabul, did not have access to WhatsApp. 
Furthermore, townhall meetings were mostly taken over through discussions by 
International staff.  
  
44. During interviews, National staff indicated that they were uncertain about 
whether they could still rely on their International UN counterparts.  
 

FEMALE STAFF 

  
45. The situation of females in Afghanistan was well summarized by a senior 
interviewee: "No effort to support females in Afghanistan will ever be enough."  
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46. Female national staff were prioritized; a thematic UN-wide Female Working 
Group and a Female Advisory Group were established. Individual agencies addressed 
female staff issues internally. Even before the crisis, much was said about support for 
female staff. However, the action sometimes fell short; no clinic or medical doctor was 
available for National female staff.  Several female staff mentioned that for weeks after 
15 August, there was no contact with the UN staff, and they felt isolated. Concerns of 
female National staff were not addressed proactively, especially related to harassment 
by authorities at home/checkpoints. There existed and still exists significant anxiety 
and fear among UN female staff.  
  
Staff recommendations 
  

• Staff lists require mandatory regular updates. Review current software to 
include a daily compliance and monitoring mechanism to enhance the daily 
accuracy of staff lists. 

• Special considerations for female staff shall be clearly stated, including the 
actions to make it a lived reality.  

• TTX, live simulation training, drills and exercises reflecting existing threat 
environments must be consistently delivered. 

  

RELATIONS WITH THE HOST GOVERNMENT AND DE FACTO AUTHORITIES 
  
47. Most discussions with the Taliban occurred in Doha, Qatar, and the DO was 
not privy to detailed security agreements. The DO, Deputy DOs and Heads of AFPs 
had good relations with the former host government and established timely ties with 
the de facto authorities to establish dialogue and collaboration. The UN knew which 
protection measures the host government could provide, and related agreements were 
well established. With the Taliban takeover, the UN proactively arranged with the 
Taliban to secure UN compounds and assets. 
 
Recommendation on relations with the Host Government and de facto authorities 
  

• Effective communication channels should be established between the UN and 
de facto authorities under the overall leadership of the DO. Any bilateral 
engagement between UNSMS organizations and de facto authorities must be 
coordinated with the DO.  

 

 

 

SAVING LIVES TOGETHER 
  
48. During interviews, it was consistently noted that Saving Lives Together (SLT) 
functioned well in the crisis, and INSO was an observer at the SMT. There were 
unrealistic expectations on the part of some INGOs as to the degree of support that 
the UN could provide, and some relocation decisions were not clearly communicated 
by the UN to SLT partners. However, information-sharing was considered good, and 
several INGO staff were included in UN evacuation flights.  
  
Recommendation on Saving Lives Together 
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• The UNSMS needs to continue to manage the expectations of SLT partners 
concerning the support that can be provided in security emergencies.  

 

UNDSS HQ SUPPORT  
  
49. UNDSS HQ provided robust assistance to the UNDSS Afghanistan team and 
information sharing with the members of the IASMN. The June 2021 visit by the USG 
UNDSS was a morale booster and showed the UNDSS HQ interest in the situation on 
the ground. Furthermore, the 24/7 Crisis Coordination Center was activated by UN 
DSS HQ on 13 August 2021 for much-needed support to the UNSMS in Afghanistan 
and neighboring countries. The surge deployment of the Chief of Desk Asia-Pacific 
provided much-needed additional capacity. The regular virtual meetings between the 
DRO and the DO, as well as with the PSA, contributed much to obtaining clarity during 
the crisis, as well as knowing HQ advice was a phone call away. The mentioned 
efforts, as well as other activities to address the crisis, made it clear that the UNDSS 
HQ policy framework for crisis management is outdated. 
 
Recommendation on UNDSS HQ Support 
 

• UNDSS HQ crisis management framework is to be reviewed and regularly 
tested to ensure appropriate support is provided to the field. Modalities for 
timely surge deployments should be identified. 

 

AFTER-ACTION REVIEW 
  
50. The fact that no After-Action Review (AAR) was conducted within +/- three 
months after the crisis, the subsequent departure of the DO, PSA, and other key role 
players during the crisis left a gap. The LLR became the first opportunity for all 
interviewees to share their observations and comments. During interviews, it became 
clear that the UN in Afghanistan remains at least partially in limbo/paralyzed since the 
crisis. All staff highly appreciated the interviews and group discussions that were 
conducted. It was clear that the absence of a timely AAR caused build-up stress, 
anxiety, and frustration.  
  
Recommendations on AAR 

 

• After a crisis of this nature, it must be mandatory to conduct an AAR as soon 
as the local conditions allow.  

• UNDSS HQ to review SOPs to ensure that AAR/LLRs are conducted as per 
the current policies. 

• A standardized AAR template should be developed. 
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ANNEX A Timeline of events June-July and August-September 2021 

 

TIMELINE OF EVENTS JUNE/JULY 2021 
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ANNEX A (cont.) 

TIMELINE OF EVENTS AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2021 
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Annex B: UN Personnel presence in Afghanistan in June-July 2021 and 

office locations 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Comparative graph showing the number of UN personnel, as was assigned to Afghanistan 

and as was present in August 2021
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Annex C   UN Personnel figures per agency and per location in August 

2021 
 

UN STAFF FIGURES PER AGENCY AND PER LOCATION 
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ANNEX D  Taliban advances during July-August 2021 
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ANNEX E ACRONYMS 
 
AAR  After Action Review 
ADB  Asian Development Bank 
AFP  Agencies Funds and Programmes 
ASC  Area Security Coordinator 
ASMT Area Security Management Team 
ASP  Area Security Plan 
BCP  Business Continuity Plan 
CEM  Compliance Evaluation and Monitoring 
CEMS Compliance Evaluation and Monitoring Section 
CMT  Crisis Management Team 
CSA  Chief Security Advisor 
DPPA Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs 
DRO  Division of Regional Operations 
DSRSG Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General 
DSG  Deputy Secretary General 
DO  Designated Official 
ECWG Executive Crisis Working Group 
HC  Humanitarian Coordinator  
HG  Host Government 
HKIA  Hamid Karzai International Airport  
IASMN Inter-Agency Security Management Network 
IMF  International Monetary Fund 
INGO International Non-Governmental Organization 
INSO International NGO Safety Organisation 
ISW  Integrated Security Workforce 
JARS Joint Analysis and Research Section 
LL  Lessons Learned 
LLR  Lessons Learned Review 
MEDEVAC Medical Evacuation 
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization   
PSA  Principal Security Advisor 
PSRA Personal Security Risk Assessment 
RC  Resident Coordinator  
SA  Security Advisor 
SC  Security Cell 
SIOC Security Information and Operation Center 
SLT  Saving Lives Together 
SMOM Security Management Operations Manual 
SMT  Security Management Team 
SPM  Security Policy Manual 
SRA  Security Risk Assessment 
SRM  Security Risk Management 
SRSG Special Representative of the Secretary-General  
SSIRS Safety and Security Recording System 
TDS  Training and Development Section 
TRS  Threat and Risk Assessment Service  
UNAMA United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 
UNDSS United Nations Department of Safety and Security 
UNSMS United Nations Security Management System 
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WB World Bank 
WG Working Group 
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