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By Hamid Shalizi and Kay Johnson

Under cover of darkness, groups of Taleban fighters
carrying rocket-propelled grenades and automat-
ic weapons sneaked through fields and villages

toward the northern Afghan city of Kunduz from four
directions. Before sunrise, they had overrun at least eight
of dozens of police perimeter checkpoints, each staffed
by 15-20 men, that were the sole protection for the city
centre, according to witnesses and senior Afghan offi-
cials. By sunset, the Taleban had effectively seized control
of their first provincial capital in nearly 14 years of war.

As details surfaced of Kunduz’s stunning capture, a
picture emerged of a carefully coordinated insurgent
assault, and of Afghan police and soldiers who were sur-
prised, overwhelmed and unprepared to fight inside a
major city. “The Taleban were attacking from several
directions and we did not know what to do,” Kunduz
deputy governor Abdullah Danishy said. “The policemen
at the outposts were there to provide security, but not to
respond to such a large-scale attack.”

It was a frank admission that points to the limitations
of Afghan security forces, numbering some 352,000,
upon which the United States has spent $61 billion to
train and equip. That effort has been the main thrust of
Washington’s exit strategy from Afghanistan, nearly 14
years after the United States led a military campaign to
drive the Taleban’s hardline Islamist regime from power
for harbouring the al Qaeda network.

‘It Was Too Late’
Afghan reinforcements backed by US air support bat-

tled to retake Kunduz on Tuesday, but faced fierce resist-
ance and were hampered by a reluctance to use attack
helicopters and heavy artillery in urban areas crowded
with civilians. Some Afghan officials believe that lack of
readiness for urban warfare was why Kunduz fell so
quickly once insurgents were inside the city limits. “This
is the first experience for Afghan forces to battle insur-
gents inside a major city,” said Abdul Wadud Paiman, a
member of parliament from Kunduz. “They might not
have such training and that’s why they were confused
and did not know what to do.”

A senior Afghan government official agreed. “Once the
Taleban were inside the city, it was too late,” said the offi-
cial, who was familiar with Monday’s events. The U.S. and
NATO training mission in Afghanistan declined immedi-
ate comment on events in Kunduz, but a spokesman
defended the overall performance of fledgling Afghan
security forces. “They’ve understandably struggled at
times to adjust. In light of these challenges, however,
they’ve displayed remarkable courage and resilience,”
said Colonel Brian Tribus.

Interviews with Afghan officials and witnesses in
Kunduz showed the swiftness with which the city fell.
The first attacks hit at least eight police checkpoints
forming a perimeter around the city centre. Some ques-
tioned why Afghan National Police, and not better-armed

army units or even special forces, were protecting the
centre of a city, especially given the Taleban had threat-
ened to take it earlier this year. “None of this should have
come as a surprise to the security forces,” said Omar
Hamid, head of Asia analysis for IHS Country Risk security
analysts. “Under any normal tactical thinking, the Afghan
forces would have put more seasoned troops in those
positions.” Others noted that Kunduz officials had been
asking for reinforcements for months. “They asked for
more troops but unfortunately did not get them,” said
Ghulam Bahawuddin Jilani, an Afghan politician.

Taleban Learn From Mistakes?
On Monday morning, Kunduz had about 2,000 nation-

al police and 3,000 soldiers protecting the city, backed by
about 1,000 militiamen linked to local power brokers,
Kunduz police spokesman Sayed Sarwar Hussaini said. If
the battle for Kunduz exposed Afghan government
forces’ weaknesses, it also proved a public relations coup
for the Taleban’s tactical and strategic prowess.

U.S. and Afghan officials have this year sought to por-
tray the Taleban as unable to take and hold major territo-
ry and weakened by confirmation of the death of the
movement’s founder, Mullah Mohammad Omar. The

swift and well-planned assault on Kunduz, a city of
300,000, was intended to show the Taleban’s new leader,
Mullah Akhtar Mansour, is able to win in battle, a
spokesman said. “This is a message to those saying the
Taleban had divided or weakened after Mullah Omar’s
death,” Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said.

He added that fighters who stormed Kunduz were
under instruction to treat civilians well, admitting the
movement had made mistakes in the past, including
alienating the public with its brutal interpretation of
Islamic law. “There is a separate section within the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan that will start its peaceful work
later to invite people towards religion,” Mujahid said,
using the formal term used to describe the Taleban.
“They will not use any force or violence to force people
into following sharia (Islamic law). We have learnt lessons
from the past and will not repeat mistakes.”

Whether the Taleban can hold Kunduz remains to be
seen.  Government reinforcements have been stalled
by Taleban disruptions to supply routes, but may arrive
overnight. “I have no doubt the Afghan forces will
retake Kunduz eventually,” said IHS’s Hamid. “But the
damage to the reputation of Afghan forces is already
done.” —Reuters

Taleban audacity trumps weak defences

Afghan National Army soldiers arrive to start an operation outside Kunduz yesterday. —AP

By Dave Clark

Russia’s dramatic entry yesterday into
the Syrian war has put the United
States on the back foot once again

and allowed Moscow to seize the military
and diplomatic initiative. As US Secretary
of State John Kerry was in New York trying
to coordinate with his Kremlin opposite
number Sergei Lavrov, a Russian officer
contacted the US embassy in Baghdad. His
message was simple: Russian jets are
about to launch air strikes in Syria, please
stay out of their way.

Kerry quickly protested to Lavrov that
this was not in the spirit of Moscow’s
promise to agree a “de-confliction” mecha-
nism to ensure Russian flights do not
interfere with US-led operations.
According to a senior US official, speaking
on condition of anonymity, Kerry told
Lavrov the action was not helpful and “the
de-confliction discussions need to begin
immediately.”

But the strikes were already underway,

potentially altering the balance of power in
Syria back in favor of Bashar Al-Assad’s
regime, and Washington was looking at a
fait accompli. Lavrov’s next move was clear,
he was to bring a motion before the UN
Security Council to coordinate “all forces
standing up against Islamic State and oth-
er terrorist structures.” This would be a
plain victory for Assad, who invited the
Russians to join his battle to cling on to
power, and a defeat for the United States,
which has demanded he step down.

The attacks came despite President
Barack Obama sitting down with Russia’s
Vladimir Putin on Monday at the United
Nations for 90 minutes of what both
camps called “business-like” talks. As late
as one week ago, Kerry - despite being in
frequent contact with Lavrov - told
reporters that Russia’s deployment of war
planes was consistent with the only
defending their own base. And just hours
before the strikes began he appeared on
CNN to say that Russia’s involvement
could be an “opportunity” to persuade

them to apply pressure on Assad to mod-
erate his behavior. 

Perils of Inaction 
The US administration’s domestic crit-

ics, such as hawkish Senator John McCain,
leapt on this apparent naivety. “ This
administration has confused our friends,
encouraged our enemies, mistaken an
excess of caution for prudence and
replaced the risks of action with the perils
of inaction,” he said. “Into the wreckage,
into the wreckage of this administration’s
Middle East policy has now stepped
Vladimir Putin.”

Frustration is also mounting among
Washington’s allies in the Middle East, who
support moves to defeat the Islamic State
group, but also want to see Assad kicked
out of office. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
Al-Jubeir, speaking to journalists in New
York on Tuesday, was cautious not to criti-
cize the United States alone, bemoaning a
“lack of robust action by all of us.” But he
was clear on why the Russians had found

an opening to insert themselves into the
conflict. “We’ve called for direct military
intervention from day one. We’ve called
for a no-fly zone. We’ve called for a no-dri-
ve zone. We’ve called for robust arming of
the Syrian opposition,” he said. “That’s
what I mean by ‘not enough happened.’
That’s why four years later we’re in the sit-
uation we’re in,” he said.

Speaking privately, diplomats from the
US-led coalition say the Russian “escala-
tion” effectively precludes stronger overt
military pressure on Assad. Meanwhile,
the Arab allies dismiss Moscow’s argu-
ment that working with Assad is the best
way to defeat the Islamic State. “They’re
calling for a coalition to fight Daesh, with
Iran and Russia and Bashar Al-Assad?
Without him there would be no Daesh. He
created Daesh,” scoffed Jubeir, using the
Arabic acronym for IS. “He still trades with
them. He buys oil from them. He allows
them to operate in large parts of Syria
while he attacks the moderate Syrian
opposition.” —AFP

Russian strikes expose US Syria policy gaps

The Taleban takeover of Kunduz in northern
Afghanistan this week dealt a stinging blow
to the country’s security forces, in some ways

mirroring an offensive in the Iraqi city of Mosul last
year. In both cases, Western-backed security forces
boosted with billions of dollars in training and
equipment crumbled in the face of sudden assaults
from a smaller contingent, leaving observers won-
dering if the expense and effort was worth it.

And in the aftermath of both defeats, experts
questioned the leadership of the national govern-
ments. “It’s really a scary parallel to Mosul, it’s really
uncanny,” said Patrick Skinner, director of special
projects for The Soufan Group intelligence consul-
tancy based in New York. “A decade of spending
unbelievable amounts of money, proclamations of
an improving military... they were not supposed to
be able to take Kunduz, and last year when Mosul
fell, (the Islamic State group was) not supposed to
take that.”

Afghan troops backed by limited US air support
launched a counteroffensive Tuesday to try to retake
Kunduz, a day after Taleban insurgents overran the
strategic northern city in their biggest victory since
being ousted from power in 2001. Iraqi security
forces also pledged to quickly retake Mosul after it
fell in June last year - but the city remains an IS
stronghold. “The immediate response is ‘We’ll take it
back,’” Skinner said. “Well, that’s not the point. The
government was supposed to be able to hold it.”

Stephen Biddle, a military expert and professor at
George Washington University, said an important
similarity between Kunduz and Mosul is that in both
cases, the security forces had suffered from years of
corruption. “Military effectiveness is a lot more than
just having the right weapons and sitting through a
bunch of training classes,” he said. “When the chain
of command is politicized or corrupt, it’s very hard
for them to generate combat motivation in the
ranks.”

In a draft paper touching on the problems
America has training and equipping foreign fighters,
Biddle notes that the US aim of having a profession-
alized allied force seldom jives with the goals of rul-
ing elites in Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere. In such
places, leaders often try to ensure the personal loyal-
ty of the officer corps through corruption and crony-
ism. “Leaders of such states... cannot treat their mili-
taries as disinterested defenders of the state against
foreign enemies; the armed forces are natural rivals
and potential threats,” Biddle wrote. 

Lack of Leadership 
Ahmed Rashid, a Pakistani author and journalist

who is an expert on the Taleban, told AFP the
Afghan forces numbered between 5,000 to 7,000 in
Kunduz but were routed by a much smaller Taleban
contingent, perhaps of just 1,000 men. “The govern-
ment is totally disorganized and the defense min-
istry is in a shambles,” he said. “There was no strate-
gy, no ability to defend the city. There is a lack of
political leadership.”

Similarly, in Mosul, many thousands of trained
Iraqi forces fighters melted away when confronted
with a far smaller attacking group of IS jihadists. But
Pentagon press secretary Peter Cook cautioned
against drawing parallels. “We are looking at unique-
ly different situations; I am not sure you can compare
these two directly,” Cook said. “The circumstances
and the players are different.”

Some experts also cautioned against making too
swift of a comparison. Jawid Kohistani, a Kabul-based
military analyst, stressed that Mosul has become an
Islamic State stronghold that threatens other Iraqi
cities. “But here in Kunduz, the whole province is not
under Taleban control. And there is no threat to neigh-
boring provinces from Kunduz yet,” Kohistani said. A
Western official who asked to remain anonymous said
the Mosul comparison was “overblown” because the
Taleban have not yet demonstrated a strong desire to
hold Kunduz. “Chasing away the security forces and
posing for selfies is a very different thing from
cementing control of territory,” the official said. —AFP
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