11 May, 2017

Afghanistan: Losses, setbacks and impending challenges (Parts 1 & 2)
Ahead of the critical NATO Summit in Belgium on 25 May Dr Sajjan
Gohel discusses the security conditions and challenges in Afghanistan which have
been exacerbated by the emboldened Taliban who now control more territory in
Afghanistan than at any time since October 2001. He also outlines proposals by U.S.
General John W. Nicholson Jr. to stem the deterioration, contextualising why the
political and military decisions made by NATO leaders in 2017 could well decide
Afghanistan’s future direction in what remains one of the longest protracted conflicts
in the world.

On 21 April, 2017, ten men wearing the uniform of the Afghan National Army (ANA),
returning from what seemed to be the front lines against the Taliban and carrying the
bodies of wounded comrades entered the base of ANA’s 209th Corps in Balkh
Province, in northern Afghanistan, regarded as one of the safer parts of the country.
Upon passing several checkpoints in the base, they came across hundreds of
unarmed soldiers who were emerging from Friday prayers and preparing for lunch.
However, those ten men were not from the ANA, but in fact part of the Taliban, who
had been sent on an insidious fedayeen mission, in effect to kill as many Afghan
soldiers as possible whilst dying in a hail of bullets. For several hours, the Taliban
fighters unleashed carnage, some as suicide bombers, killing 150 Afghan soldiers
and thus setting the unpalatable record of inflicting the deadliest single attack in one
day against the military.
Soon after taking ownership for the base attack, the Taliban also officially announced
its 2017 Spring Offensive which they claimed will be conducted with a dual political
and military approach with the main focus on foreign military forces. ‘Operation
Mansouri’ is named after Mullah Mansour the previous Taliban leader who was killed
in a U.S. drone strike in Pakistan in May 2016. The offensive is a clear statement of
intent by the Taliban to target Afghan and U.S. forces and will also likely see the
Taliban initiate large-scale coordinated raids as well as laying mines and IEDs
across Afghanistan’s road infrastructure to obstruct the mobility of military carders
and cut off access to resources. This scenario contributes to the already gloomy
outlook for Afghanistan and it is another sign of a tough year ahead for Afghan
President Ashraf Ghani.
Adding to the instability is the return to Kabul of Afghan warlord Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar, who was once part of the insurgency. Hekmatyar signed a peace deal in
2016 but remains one of the most divisive figures in Afghan politics, and his
reputation of regularly switching sides to suit his convenience will concern other
political factions that President Ghani is struggling to keep together.
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A comprehensive political settlement keeps being suggested as the answer to all of
Afghanistan’s problems. The Quadrilateral Coordination Group (QCG) involving the
U.S., China, Pakistan, and Afghanistan was created to advance an Afghan-led
peace process and talks with the Taliban. The QCG failed to achieve this with the
Taliban refusing and unwilling to part from violence. Aside from the talk about
negotiations, no one has ever identified what those negotiations should entail, partly
because it is difficult to assess what the Taliban’s actual demands would be. Equally,
the Taliban has never renounced al-Qaeda, or abandoned its medieval and
misogynistic views towards women. In fact it is hard to see what middle ground there
is to engage meaningfully with the Taliban whilst they murder Afghans and seek to
kill Western troops. Eventually, in May 2016, the U.S. grew weary and concerned
about the Taliban’s true intentions and authorised a drone strike on the then head of
the Taliban, Mullah Mansour, when he was travelling from the southern Iranian town
of Mashad to Quetta in Pakistan.
Despite the loss of Mullah Mansour Taliban fighters have gained more territory
across the countryside over the last two years and now threaten several cities. In
March 2017, the Taliban captured Sangin in Helmand province. They had already
occupied swathes of Helmand but the fall of Sangin is a watershed moment
highlighting its growing strength in the south. Of the province’s 14 districts, only two
are solidly under President Ghani’s control. Many sacrifices have been made in
Helmand. British troops died protecting Sangin during its combat mission there and
hundreds of Afghan security forces have also been killed across Helmand in recent
fighting.
As a result U.S. Marines have been forced to return to Helmand, two years after
leaving. They will primarily train and act in an advisory role to Afghan forces but they
could also be asked to take a combat role. It may well come to that, especially as the
Taliban attempts to wage an assault on Helmand’s provincial capital, Lashkar Gah.
Despite the south of Afghanistan being the Taliban’s traditional powerbase, it is not
the only area where it is establishing a growing presence. In May, 2017, the Taliban
captured Qala-e-Zal district in the northern province of Kunduz.
Afghanistan’s forces are enduring an alarming amount of casualties. More than
6,700 lost their lives in 2016 and have suffered a 2.4% attrition rate every month.
Civilian casualties have attained an undesirable record too with 3,498 deaths and
7,920 injured in 2016 alone. Some of this was inflicted by Wilayat Khorasan.
Afghanistan cannot deal with these challenges and threats on its own. That
obviously means the U.S. and its allies once again being required to militarily assist
Kabul.
U.S. troops have been in Afghanistan since October 2001, primarily as part of an
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) force that peaked in 2010 to nearly
100,000. However, then U.S. President Barack Obama advocated a 99% reduction
of U.S. troops after 2015. Obama wanted to rapidly end the war in Afghanistan, but
there is a big difference between ending a war and withdrawing from one. Obama
assumed that a quick withdrawal of U.S. forces and setting an exit timetable would
help initiate a peace process between the Afghan government and the Taliban. As
results have now painfully illustrated, the reality has been quite the opposite. Gains
soon became loses.
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A premature exit strategy as well as a rushed and ill-thought out arbitrary deadline
for U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan was never going to help to end the war.
Conversely it assisted the Taliban’s war of attrition. It is worth recalling that old
adage, “The West keeps looking at their watch, but the Taliban is the timekeeper”.
Looking at the past, a premature extraction from Afghanistan will not make it a safer
place, but rather a safe-haven for terrorists, extremists and misogynists. In the 1990s
the West abandoned Afghanistan, which then became a cesspool for international
terrorism led by al-Qaeda. These factors eventually culminated in the September 11
attacks in 2001.

A new (last) hope?
In another indicator of how badly Afghanistan is faltering, the U.S. commander of the
Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan, General John W. Nicholson Jr. has
requested additional troops to halt a deteriorating situation with the Taliban and to
assist in training Afghan security forces. Nicholson himself is now intrinsic to
stemming the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan and a potential last hope.
Since 2002, Nicholson has completed four tours to Afghanistan and knows the
country better than most. Some years ago, he took the unusual step of officially
apologising to the Afghan families killed and injured by U.S. Marines during an
incident in Shinwar, Nangarhar Province in 2007, because he argued keeping
civilians on-side of the U.S-led coalition was essential in combating the counterinsurgency in Afghanistan.

Image: Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis and U.S. Army Gen. John Nicholson, commander of
Resolute Support, host a joint press conference at the Resolute Support Headquarters in Kabul,
Afghanistan, April 24, 2017. Credit: U.S. Air Force Tech. Sgt. Brigitte N. Brantley CC BY 2.0

Nicholson believes that the present level of 8,400 U.S. troops in Afghanistan is
insufficient. There is a shortfall of a few thousand. Nicholson wants to go on the
offensive and with a troops surge, break the impasse between Afghan forces and the
Taliban, Haqqani Network and Wilayat Khorasan. Nicholson’s operational idea is to
capitalise on the Afghan forces that have shown strong capability to withstand and
push-back against the Taliban, in particular the Afghan Special Security Forces
(ASSF) and the Afghan Air Force (AAF). He wants to grow the ASSF and AAF,
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working with a U.S. Marine Expeditionary Brigade, to build an offensive capacity
against the Taliban.
There were marked tactical gains during the increase of forces between 2010 and
2011, but they did not break the strategic stalemate because of the lukewarm
support by the Obama administration who announced the withdrawal timetable, in
advance, for the Afghan campaign. The other problem is Afghanistan’s neighbour,
Pakistan, continuing to provide sanctuary and support which is an obstacle to
success in Afghanistan.
Nicholson’s plan calls for ‘strategic patience’ by implementing a more focused
strategy, involving a civilian-military integrated approach for the vulnerable districts
across Afghanistan. This would entail seeking to reverse the Taliban momentum,
isolate the threat away from the people, connect the people to the government, help
the government to build capacity and eventually transfer responsibility to the local
administrations in those districts. General Nicholson believes the U.S. cannot afford
to walk away from Afghanistan otherwise it will serve once again as a launch pad for
terrorists globally.
Importantly, Nicholson knew Ashraf Ghani before he became the Afghan President.
He had read a book by Clare Lockhart and Ashraf Ghani, Fixing Failed States: A
Framework for a Fractured World, and subsequently met Ghani to discuss Southern
Afghanistan and what needed to be done there.
U.S. National Security Adviser General H. R. McMaster is currently overseeing the
Afghanistan review and has travelled to the country to make an assessment on what
the Afghan mission should entail. In 2010 McMaster was Commander for Planning,
at ISAF Headquarters in Kabul. He too has a strong grasp of the ground realities in
Afghanistan and is respected across the political divide for his role in Iraq between
2005 and 2006, where he led the pacification of Tal Afar in Southern Iraq, a success
that formed part of the blueprint for the surge strategy in 2007. But as to how far
Nicholson’s proposal is adopted, will be discussed at a NATO meeting on 25 May in
Brussels, Belgium, making this a critical moment for the future of Afghanistan.
Enter Pakistan
In addition to the Taliban, Washington is deeply concerned about the Haqqani
Network led by Sirajuddin Haqqani, which benefits from being allowed to operate
freely and openly within safe havens in Pakistan. In many ways the separation
between the Taliban and the Haqqanis Network are hard to distinguish. Despite the
Taliban’s relentless surge across Afghanistan, its leader, Hibatullah Akhundzada,
has paradoxically failed to consolidate his position following Mullah Mansour’s death.
The potential operational takeover by the Haqqani Network therefore seems
inevitable.
Stabilising Afghanistan with reduced U.S. assistance would require an end to
Pakistan harbouring the Taliban and the Haqqani Network. However, geographic
and geopolitical factors will test how much Washington can pressure Pakistan.
In August, 2016, the U.S. withheld $300 million of Coalition Support Funds (CSF) to
Pakistan after Washington couldn’t certify that sufficient action had been taken
against the Haqqani Network. The CSF reimburses Pakistan for costs it has
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supposedly incurred and compensation for facilities made available to coalition
forces.
In his testimony to the U.S. Congress in February 2017, General John Nicholson
said “The Taliban and Haqqani network are the greatest threats to security in
Afghanistan. Their senior leaders remain insulated from pressure and enjoy freedom
of action within Pakistan safe havens. As long as they enjoy external enablement,
they have no incentive to reconcile.” Meanwhile, the Taliban’s leadership council,
the Quetta Shura, has been moving from Quetta in Baluchistan province to
Peshawar in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan.

Image: Members of a combined Afghan and coalition security force maintain security during an
operation in search of a Haqqani network facilitator in Sarobi district, Paktiya province.
Credit: Department of Defense photo by U.S. Army CC BY 2.0

It remains to be seen if the CSF is reinstituted under the President Donald Trump
administration. On the contrary, further military aid to Pakistan is currently under
review and Islamabad could expect a reduction. President Trump’s fiscal 2018
budget proposal, entitled ‘America First’, calls for a 28.5% funding reduction for
international programmes and foreign assistance. Pakistan is the sixth largest
recipient of American aid.
In 2016, the U.S. Congress’s decision to reject financing F-16s jets for Pakistan
under the Foreign Military Funding programme, led the Pakistani military to cease
the acquisition and assess other potential options including Russian military aircrafts.
The role of Russia in AfPak provides a new, or to be more accurate, a retro dynamic
in the region. Russia in its former guise as the Soviet Union which occupied
Afghanistan in the 1980s, experienced a torrid time fighting the Afghan-Arab
Mujahideen which were being sponsored by the West, principally the U.S. with the
assistance of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Moscow and Islamabad were on opposing
sides during that period but now it does appear that a pragmatic entente is in the
pipeline.
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The Russia-Iran dynamic
Aside from its faltering relationship with Pakistan, the U.S. has expressed concerns
over Russia’s actions in Afghanistan including accusations that the Kremlin is
sending weapons, supplies and even advisors to support the Taliban. Of concern to
Washington was meetings held in Moscow in December, 2016, concerning
Afghanistan’s future, which included Pakistan with Taliban representatives present
too but no one from the Afghan government. The Taliban has even been sending
intermediaries to Russia and there is even talk of a Taliban office being set-up there.
Iran has also undertaken a more conciliatory approach towards engaging the
Taliban. They were once sworn enemies especially after the Taliban stormed the
Iranian consulate in Mazar-e-Sharif and murdered ten diplomats. Now, the Taliban
has a political office in Iran which is unofficially called ‘Mashad Shura’ which was the
town then Taliban leader Mullah Mansour was driving back from into Pakistan when
he was killed in the drone strike. Tehran used to hide visits by Taliban leaders but
now openly invites them to conferences.
Support for the Taliban is a geo-strategic hedging strategy that the Iranians and the
Russians have adopted to ensure that they have some Afghan faction obliged to
their interests. Russia’s plan for ‘de-escalation’ zones in Syria was backed by Iran
during recent talks in Kazakhstan. Both countries also support Syrian President
Bashar al-Assad. It therefore shouldn’t be a total surprise that they have converged
favourably towards the Taliban.
In cultivating the Taliban, Moscow also sees a realistic opportunity to nurture
Islamabad and bring it into its fold, especially as Islamabad-Washington relations
wane. In September 2016, Russia and Pakistan conducted their first-ever joint
military exercise in the north of Pakistan. Traditional alliances and long-standing
rivalries amongst all the actors in what has become the new ’Great Game’ in
Afghanistan have now become jumbled up which only weakens the central
government in Kabul.
Wilayat Khorasan
Aside from the Taliban and Haqqani Network, there is the presence of the ISIS
affiliate Wilayat Khorasan based in Nangarhar province. Largely composed of
fighters from Orakzai and Momand agency in Pakistan’s Federally Administered
Tribal Areas, the group has arguably surpassed the Taliban in terms of brutality.
They have beheaded Afghan civilians including children and posted their videos on
social networks, in order to visualise the fear factor. In March, 2017, the Wilayat
Khorasan entered ANA’s main hospital in Kabul, and killed more than 50 people in a
siege that lasted nearly seven hours.
On 13 April 2017, the U.S. conducted an airstrike in Nangarhar by using the largest
non-nuclear bomb in its arsenal, the GBU-43/B Massive Ordinance Air Blast
(MOAB). The goal was to destroy tunnel complexes used by Wilayat Khorasan,
which had ironically once been used by al-Qaeda. Estimates vary as to how many
fighters with the terrorist group died but the consensus is that it was significant.
Despite the speculation behind the Trump Administration’s motives to authorise the
use of the MOAB, it was a decision largely shaped by the U.S. military in
Afghanistan led by General Nicholson who was once in charge of Regional
Command East, which oversaw Nangarhar province, and supported by the Afghan
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government to aid the efforts of the ASSF. This collaborative operation between
Washington and Kabul attempted to take precautions to avoid civilian fatalities or
casualties. To date, none have been reported. The civilian-military integrated
approach is how Nicholson envisages the security strategy in Afghanistan unfolding
in the coming months. Another example is that on 7 May, 2017, when Abdul Hasib,
one of the Wilayat Khorasan leaders, was killed in Nangarhar province following a
joint U.S. Afghan operation.
Conclusion
How much further this cooperation continues depends on the NATO meeting on 25
May in Belgium which will outline, arguably, the last time, that the West makes a
commitment to halt the tide of extremism and violence gripping Afghanistan.
The unresolved security challenges in Afghanistan are now in its sixteenth year and
have become one of the world’s most consequential conflicts. Yet tragically, violence
in Afghanistan is nothing new and to some degree the international community has
almost become numb to hearing heartrending stories that emanate from the country.
Nonetheless, the stakes are high for the international community. By ignoring the
problem creates the potential of Afghanistan being used once again as a hub to
recruit, train and plot terrorism globally. History has a disturbing way of repeating
itself.
This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of the South Asia @
LSE blog, nor of the London School of Economics. Please read our comments
policy before posting.
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