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On 18th January 2021, Pak Afghan Youth Forum held a cross-border 
dialogue through video conferencing between notable athletes, com-
mentators, and institutional professionals,  from Pakistan and Afghani-
stan. The Webinar’s timings were 3:00 PM- 5:00 PM Pakistan Time 
and 2:30 PM Afghanistan Time.

The session focused on the role of sports and athletes in bettering rela-
tions between Afghanistan and Pakistan and in the future regional 
goodwill. The session was moderated by Ejaz Ahmed, a cricket com-
mentator. The Afghan panel included Dr. Yonus Popalzai, the Secre-
tary-General of the Afghanistan National Olympic Committee, Muham-
mad Arif Paiman, the Spokesman for the department of sports, and 
Karim Sadiq Khan, a national cricketer. The Pakistani panel was made 
up of Mr. Gohar Zamanm, a retired national cricket player, Amir Atlas 
Khan, a squash champion and nephew of the legendary Jansher Khan, 
Kulsoom Hazara, a Taekwando champion and one of the first Pakistani 
women in that field, as well as Noorena Shams, who is an international 
athlete and an athlete rights activist. 

The key takeaway was that at the level of individual athletes and even 
sports associations, there is a deep desire to collaborate more,  and the 
hurdles are mostly due to security issues, and politics. There were 
many suggestions of cross-border sports camps and tournaments to 
eliminate mistrust between players on both sides, as well as their fami-
lies and wider communities. It was suggested that experts in sports on 
either side can help coach players on the other. For example, Afghans 
can help Pakistani footballers train, and Pakistan can do the same for 
games like squash. It was highlighted that not only are Pakistan and 
Afghanistan’s culture, language, and religion similar or the same, so 
are our problems, even at the level of athletes. There needs to be a 
focus on supporting passionate youth and giving them the facilities 
and training so that they might realise their sports dreams. The need 
to empower women in sports was also stressed upon. 

The nature of the event allowed the panelists to talk openly about 
sports diplomacy and associated issues, and interact with each other. 
There was a mutual will to collaborate.

Executive Summary
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Pakistan since its creation has shared close ethnic, linguistic, 
religious, cultural, and economic ties with Afghanistan; still, the 
Pak-Afghan relationship has largely been characterized by mutual mis-
trust owing to it being devised through a narrow security prism. It will 
require considerable effort to end deep-seated mistrust among the 
people of both countries, specifically the youth.

As Afghanistan is transforming itself after decades of war, and as Paki-
stan continues its journey of nationhood and statehood, both countries 
find themselves facing various struggles in functioning freely, and 
creating the impact they have the potential for. Furthermore, despite 
cultural similarities, and shared languages and borders, the sports 
associations lack significant joint ventures across the border. This only 
worsens the mistrust between the two nations as it leaves a gap.

This year the Afghanistan Peace Process is actively underway, and 
hence, these times hold great hopes for the first time in decades. 
These times are also sensitive and definitive for the future of the 
region, and hence require every sector and industry to play its part 
towards a normalized, peaceful, and prosperous region.

Pakistan and Afghanistan both have a rich history of sport and ath-
letics. Pakistan dominated international championships in sports such 
as field hockey and squash and was a major force in the cricket world. 
Afghanistan has had its first football stadium since the 1920s and has 
participated in the Olympics many times; including when under Soviet 
rule. The sector in Afghanistan faced a decline due to war and violent 
Islamization when the Taliban banned sports, especially for women. 
Simultaneously, Afghanistan was banned from the Olympics due to the 
Taliban being in control. In this time, the Afghan refugees living in 
Pakistan picked up an affinity for cricket. The Afghanistan Cricket  Fed-
eration was formed, and as things bettered, Afghans took cricket with 
them as they went home. In the past decade, as Afghanistan is moving 
towards normalcy, the Afghan Cricket Team has made a name for itself 
and has performed well. Sports in Pakistan seems to have suffered a 
decline in terms of global championship wins, but there is a lot of 
unutilized infrastructure and many dedicated athletes. It is neces-
sary to separate politics from sports to allow sports on both sides of 
the border to flourish and to allow for collaboration, which will 
subtly impact the political landscape. 
 

Background
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Common Points

• All the speakers were happy that the webinar provided a relevant and 
much-needed platform for cross-border dialogue. 

• All the speakers highlighted, with anecdotal and historical evidence, 
why Pakistan and Afghanistan’s collaboration was only sensible, and 
that sports can play a significant diplomatic role. 

• All of them urged that the dialogue be a starting point, and tangible 
steps be taken to improve connectivity between athletes and sports 
associations, to allow sports to play a diplomatic role.

Ejaz Ahmed- Cricket Commentator 
(Pakistan)
He moderated the session; introducing each speaker, 
asking relevant questions, and facilitating a rivet-
ing. His contribution to the webinar allowed the pan-
ellists to build on each other’s views, resulting in a 
very productive session. 

Dr. Yonus Popalzai
Secretary-General of the Afghan 
Olympic Committee (Afghanistan)
• Afghanistan has a deep and complex history with 
sports; we were one of the founders of the Asian 
Football Federation.
• Sports has allowed Afghanistan and the Afghan 
people to escape from the realities of war and has 

been a source of joy and comfort for many, and hence its role in diplo-
macy cannot be underestimated. 

Details of Panel Discussion 
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national pride for us that our boys have been selected for PSL and I 
know they are really looking forward to it.”
• PSL can bring positivity to Pakistan and Afghanistan relations and 
cricket between them and is a really good opportunity for Afghan Crick-
eters. 
• Such exchange should take place at other levels. 
• Clubs should invite one another for matches. 

• Security issues exist on both sides and require cooperation from both 
ends
• Sports are the best instrument to improve relations.
• Unity is the key to peace.
• There is positivity among players and people of Afghanistan regard-
ing Pakistan. The athletes and sports associations are on good terms. 
Issues are political, between governments. 
• I will be happy to have athletes from Pakistan visiting or playing in 
Afghanistan.
• Athletes have good relations with each other, this can be helpful for 
the politicians to bring positivity among them.
• No sport is possible without players and athletes.
• We need to use media to spread positivity about sports between 
both countries.
• There needs to be a sports Corridor to help Afghanistan and Paki-
stan learn from each other, be it cricket, football, or squash.
• In recent times, in Afghanistan, we are focusing resources on help-
ing women in sports training, such as in sports like cycling.
• We have some women athletes with international recognition in vari-
ous sports.

Karim Sadiq- Cricketer 
(Afghanistan)
• I will speak in Urdu to signify the close relationship 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan.
• Many Afghan cricketers lived in Pakistan, this is 
where Afghan cricket started.
• “We love Pakistani cricket and it is a matter of 
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Gohar Khan- Retired National 
Footballer (Pakistan)
• “I have made lots of friends through football and I 
believe sports can help you make friends and 
improve relations with our neighbors”
• “We share a culture, a religion, and even food, 
but we aren’t friends”

• We need to keep meeting and inviting their teams, introduce 
exchange opportunities for athletes and build shared platforms.
• Use social media to improve goodwill.
• Through sports and culture, you can build good relations with neigh-
bors
• Good opportunity by PAYF to discuss culture and sports diplomacy 
in Afghanistan and Pakistan
• The Afghan football team is very strong. Pakistan can offer exper-
tise in Cricket. It will be a great opportunity for both countries if there 
is an exchange program or collaboration is important. 
• Already in areas near the border, there used to be matches, where 
the players could return home after playing. We need to organize such 
matches and include several sports. This way the athletes will learn by 
competing against each other. Their families can also meet at such 
events, and get to know each other. 
• Hence sports can play a role in building people to people connec-
tions and diplomacy.

• 3000 clubs have been registered for cricket in Afghanistan. There 
can be a massive amount of competition and friendly match opportuni-
ties between them and local clubs in Pakistan.
• Similar weather can make it easier for us to coordinate and build plat-
forms 
• “Afghanistan is teeming with talent.”
• As sports relations foster, we can hope to see relations between the 
governments go back to normal.
• It is important for states to own and support their athletes. Thus 
athletes become willing, proud diplomatic representatives. 
• There needs to be facilitation and support for female athletes.
• There need to be relevant MOUs on both sides to allow collaboration 
and competition on a regular basis. 
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Aamir Atlas Khan – Squash Champion 
(Pakistan)
• Growing up in Peshawar, I had more Afghan 
friends than Pakistanis. 
• Many Afghans went back a few years ago but we 
need to get back in touch with each other and keep 
ties between the people.

• We share the same language and culture, we both should promote 
our culture and sports.
• Sports has helped me make friends from different cultures and I do 
hope we improve our relations with Afghanistan.
• If Afghanistan needs experienced Squash players to establish 
squash in their country, there are several, including me, who 
would be honored to help.
• Squash is a game that has been dominated by players from Muslim 
countries. In the past it was Pakistan, and now it is Egypt. Afghan 
players should train in this sport and I would love to help them. They 
could be the next world champion!

Kulsoom Hazara- Karate Player 
(Pakistan)
• We can fill gaps between the two countries by 
promoting sports. 
• Both countries should organize sports to empower 
women.
• They should also organize competitions among 

them.
• Sports will increase self-confidence in female athletes. 
• It is important to encourage and empower more women from both 
sides of the border to participate in sports
• “Our community is a very peace-loving community and we are 
always thinking about how we can benefit our country.” Athletes rep-
resent their countries and are not political so sports diplomacy can 
be possible. 
• It would be an honor to train female athletes from both sides of the 
border. 
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Noorena Shams- International 
Athlete, Athletes Rights Activist 
(Pakistan)
• It is pleasant to hear such a hopeful discussion 
focused on the positives, but we must also highlight 
some issues that require action. 
• While we share a culture and a religion, also share 

problems. Our problems are part of the list of commonalities. 
• Many athletes don’t receive due recognition or support. 
• When we go somewhere, people call us by our names not countries.
• Governments need to own their athletes and work harder to protect 
them or provide justice and support in issues like harassment. 
• Apart from support, there needs to be provision of infrastructure.
• There is a lack of will in International agencies to assist countries 
when it comes to them having little or no infrastructure. 
• We need to improve our output of athletes and train and encourage 
more people to join. We must polish the skills of the youth.
• It is important to address the athlete’s grievances and ask them 
directly about their issues.
• Countries divide us but we athletes are all the same and do not 
discriminate when we play and meet each other on tournaments, espe-
cially abroad.

Asif Khan- Journalist (Pakistan)
• We owe it to the vulnerable groups on both sides of 
the border, to provide these platforms for them.
• The infrastructure and precedent for cooperation 
exist. Pakistan has helped Afghanistan before, in 
snooker, in cricket, in cricket for the handi-
capped, etc. 

• Now things keep falling through most of the time, due to complica-
tions and sometimes some political statements that are made.
• Pakistani players frequently visit and coach in Afghanistan, and 
before that, we cooperated closely for more than a decade.
• Pakistan has taken Afghanistan and helped them in representing 
themselves in front of the Asia Board and the International Cricket 
board.
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Key Recommendations 

• Pakistan and Afghanistan have gotten along in the past few decades 
in sports. But from the last 4-5 years clashes came in.
• There was an MOU signed for friendly matches and the teams were 
excited to play, but something happened at the border which caused 
the plan to be canceled.
• We should host frequent tournaments and donate the proceeds to 
Afghan refugees. 

Recommendation

Athletes and sports events serve 
as a bridge between people.

Promote cultural exchange and 
exposure amongst the youth. 

Raise awareness for vulnerable 
factions such as refugees, as 
sports events usually draw an 
audience.

Ideas for Practical 
Implementation

1. There need to be cross-bor-
der friendly matches and tourna-
ments, especially in localities 
near the border. These should be 
inclusive of many sports, age 
groups, and be for men and 
women.
2. There need to be sports 
camps, especially for the youth 
so they can get to know each 
other, as sports plays a great role 
in breaking the ice and strength-
ening ties. 
3. Some of the tournaments 
could be for charity; the profits 
and raised funds could be used 
for Afghan refugees in Pakistan, 
hence bettering human lives, 
and truly strengthening diploma-
cy through sports.
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PAYF suggests the formation of a Pak-Afghan Sports Corridor 
through our platform that will help facilitate the implementation of 
these suggestions and can link relevant associations and institu-
tions in Pakistan and Afghanistan to one another. 

Demonstration of institutional 
will to invest in athletes and 
sports. 

States must own and take pride 
in their atheletes; protect them 
from harassment and attack, 
and cater to their struggles.

If adequate sports facilities or 
exposure to other good players is 
not achievable, states should 
arrange for foreign training. 
Thus athletes will be the perfect 
diplomats in their own way. 
(For example, the Pakistani foot-
ball team can benefit from 
Afghan experts and Afghan 
athletes can benefit from Paki-
stanis in cricket, squash, and 
hockey (the latter two are not 
common in Afghanistan).

1. There need to be relevant 
MOUs signed, so that Pakistanis 
and Afghans can train with, and 
from each other. 
2. There needs to be an insti-
tutional will to cater to and 
invest in struggling athletes and 
passionate individuals who have 
talent and skill but need guid-
ance and polishing. 
3. Both countries need to 
properly own and facilitate their 
athletes. So they do not have to 
migrate. When needed, the facili-
tation abroad should be conduct-
ed by the state itself, so that 
athletes can focus on sports and 
feel connected to their country. 
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Social Media Campaign




