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Taliban co-founder Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar (C) and other members of the Taliban delegation arrive
to attend an international conference on Afghanistan over the peaceful solution to the conflict in
Moscow on March 18. Alexander Zemlianichenko / POOL / AFP

Mediators in Moscow on Thursday urged the Taliban not to launch a spring offensive, as
international efforts for a peace deal intensify ahead of a deadline for U.S. troops to withdraw
from Afghanistan.

The conference in Moscow came as part of intensifying negotiations between the Afghan
government, the Taliban and the United States to negotiate Washington's exit nearly 20 years
after US troops invaded the country in response to the Sept. 11 attacks.

Russia, the United States, China and Pakistan appealed for a reduction in violence in
Afghanistan and to the warring sides to avoid deaths in order to "create a favorable
atmosphere for achieving a politico-diplomatic settlement."
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"We call on all parties to the conflict in Afghanistan to reduce the level of violence in the
country and the Taliban Movement not to declare a spring-summer offensive campaign,"
they said in a joint statement.

The international mediators also said the two sides should reach an agreement "as soon as
possible" that would "bring an end to over four decades of war in Afghanistan."

The US is supposed to complete a withdrawal of its military from Afghanistan by May 1 as part
of a deal with the Taliban — a deadline U.S. President Joe Biden said Wednesday would be
"tough" to meet.

Washington also wants to jump-start the peace process and get the Taliban and Afghan
government to agree to some form of power-sharing.

The Kremlin, which pulled Soviet troops from Afghanistan in 1989 after a bruising
occupation, last week threw its weight behind Washington's initiative for an interim
government that included the Taliban.

"In a degrading military-political situation, further delays are unacceptable," Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said while opening the conference on Thursday.

Taliban co-founder and deputy leader Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar told the Moscow
conference that Afghans "should be left to decide their own fate," a Taliban spokesman said. 

"The world should take into account the Islamic values, independence and national interests
of the Afghan people," the spokesman said in a tweeted summary of Baradar’s speech, given
behind closed doors. 

Curtain-raiser for Turkey negotiations

In a show of support for the international efforts, the head of the Afghan government's
reconciliation council, Abdullah Abdullah, said Kabul wanted to speed up negotiations and for
"the two sides to start their talks and discussions in a different atmosphere."

Gulbuddin Hekmatyar — a famed anti-Soviet commander in the 1980s who joined the
government's delegation to Moscow — said Thursday's talks had broken the "stalemate" in
Doha, according to his spokesman.

The so-called "butcher of Kabul," who was accused of killing thousands of people in the
capital during the country’s bloody civil war in the 1990s, was seen casually lunching with
leading members of the Taliban negotiating team.

The visiting Afghan delegation included a large spectrum of personalities from the past four
years of conflict, including members of the current negotiation team in Doha, a former
president and two warlords accused of grave war crimes.

Critics also lambasted the lack of women invited to the summit.

Negotiations to end the conflict initiated in Qatar last September have made little progress
and their outcome is uncertain.



Meanwhile urban centres in Afghanistan are in the grip of a bloody campaign in the form of
attacks targeting politicians, civil servants, academics, rights activists and journalists.

Afghan President Ashraf Ghani said Thursday that a military helicopter that crashed in the
volatile Wardak province had been shot down, killing four crew and five members of the
security forces.

"The perpetrators of the incident will be seriously punished," he said at a ceremony at the
presidential palace.

The United States, despite tensions with Russia, has welcomed Moscow's role and also
consulted fellow rival China as diplomacy steps up.

Pakistan — which holds the most outside influence over the Taliban — is also represented in
Moscow.

Analysts have said the Moscow conference is largely a curtain-raiser for an even bigger
gathering to be held in Turkey next month.
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