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HERAT: Trained by the United States and equipped 
with state-of-the-art gear, Afghanistan’s special 
forces are its frontline weapon against the  Taleban, 
but reduced American military support has 
stretched them to breaking point. With the US 
troop presence in Afghanistan effectively over, an 
accelerated  Taleban offensive has gobbled up vast 
tracts of rural territory and laid siege to cities held 
by government forces. 

The speed and scope of the campaign have 
placed enormous strain on the elite units, who have 
been constantly shuttled to hot spots where regular 
forces have buckled under the  Taleban assault. 

The head of Special Operations Command, Major 
General Haibatullah Alizai, says sharply diminished 
US air support has hindered operations. “It’s more 
challenging these days. While we are fighting in most 
areas, on some frontlines, it is getting difficult. But 
we have no choice-it’s our country,” Alizai told AFP. 
The brutal killing of an elite group of special forces 
in June, after reinforcements failed to materialize, 
was a stark illustration of how squads can swiftly 
find themselves isolated and overrun. 

 
‘Never lost a battle’ 

Sporting night-vision goggles, US-made rifles 
and other modern combat equipment, Afghanistan’s 
special forces stunned the  Taleban when they first 
emerged in 2008. Their American trainers hailed 
them as a force to be reckoned with that could, 
eventually, help the Afghan government eradicate 
the  Taleban and speed a US exit. “The special 
operations in Afghanistan have been uniquely creat-
ed in our own image,” Todd Helmus, a RAND 
Corporation analyst who spent time with soldiers on 
the ground in 2013, told AFP. 

“They’re very good. They’re very well trained. 
They know how to shoot, move, and communicate.” 

In a country where training for local soldiers has 
often been rudimentary, drills for special forces 
were intense: 14 weeks of marksmanship, squad tac-
tics, air assault, and live-fire exercises. Private con-
tractors played a role. A now-expired online job ad 
by US defense giant Raytheon sought candidates to 
“organise, man, equip, and train” the Ktah Khas 
(KKA) — one of the most elite special forces divi-

sions made up of army, police, and intelligence 
agency units. Within a decade their numbers had 
ballooned-precise figures are classified, but two 
security sources told AFP there were around 
56,000 special forces across the army, police, and 
intelligence services. 

“These brave soldiers have never lost a battle. 
And they never will,” then-commander of US forces 
in the country General John Nicholson said in 2017, 
the same year the elite unit grabbed headlines for its 
role in the killing of Abdul Hasib, the head of the 
Islamic State group in Afghanistan. 

But while Major General Alizai told AFP they are 
now trained by other Afghans, analysts argue the 
special forces were always overly dependent on for-
eign assistance-from intelligence gathering to logis-
tics-leaving them fundamentally vulnerable to a US 
and NATO pullout. “We’re seeing the failure of that 
policy, now there’s a natural recognition that obvi-
ously we need to train these units to fight on their 
own, so they don’t need us anymore,” RAND’s 
Helmus said. 

 
‘Abandoned’ 

With the US withdrawal nearly complete, the 
elite units have become a last line of defense against 
sweeping  Taleban advances. “The only thing that’s 
degrading the  Taleban’s progress right now are the 
special forces and the air force,” Vanda Felbab-
Brown, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, 
told AFP. “And they are being overused, they are 
just being parachuted from one crisis area to anoth-
er-suppressing the fire without putting out the fire.” 

Recent rapid deployments have defended Qala-i-
Naw, the first provincial capital attacked by the  
Taleban since foreign forces began their pullout in 
May, as well as southern Kandahar and western 
Herat, to prevent the fall of provincial capitals there. 
In these hot spots, special forces have often found 
themselves over-stretched and without local rein-
forcement. In June, a unit of around two dozen spe-
cial forces  — sent to reinforce a flagging local 
defense-was overwhelmed by the  Taleban in the 
northern province of Faryab. Footage posted online 
appeared to show them being executed after sur-
rendering. Among those killed was Major Sohrab 

Azimi, a rising star in the Afghan army whose death 
prompted an outpouring of public anger over per-
ceived military incompetence.  

Taleban territorial gains have raised doubts 
about the Afghan military’s strength with foreign 
troops all but gone-a showdown between two very 
different forces in which experts say morale could 
be as decisive as equipment and personnel. It is not 
a conventional military engagement, but one that 
pits a large army-raised and equipped by a super-
power-against a smaller but well-supplied jihadist 
group backed by narco-dollars. 

The United States has poured tens of billions of 
dollars into Afghanistan’s defense forces, providing 
modern weapons and high-tech equipment, includ-
ing night-vision goggles, attack helicopters, 
armored vehicles and surveillance drones. 

With more than 300,000 personnel-police 
included-it is bigger and more advanced than the 
Taleban, who are mainly a guerrilla infantry with no 
air force. UN monitors estimated last year the insur-
gents had between 55,000 and 85,000 fighters. But 
numbers alone do not tell the whole story. 

The Taleban mainly use weapons found easily in 
war-torn Afghanistan or procured from the black 
market, such as variants of the AK-47 assault rifle 
and other Soviet-designed arms. They have also 
captured Western-made weapons and equipment 
from the Afghan military, and have allegedly 
received material and advisory support from 
regional powers such as Iran and Pakistan. “The 
style of fighting they employ is a lot less logistically 
intensive,” said Jonathan Schroden, a counterterror-
ism expert at the military think tank CNA. —AFP
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HERAT: This video screen grab from AFPTV shows Afghan special forces patrol the streets of Herat as the Taleban 
continue a series of offensives against urban areas in Afghanistan Tuesday. —AFP

ACCRA: Several thousand protesters 
marched in Ghana’s capital Accra yes-
terday in the latest rally against 
President Nana Akufo-Addo’s govern-
ment under the slogan 
“#FixTheCountry”. Dressed in red and 
black and chanting patriotic songs, 
protesters waved placards declaring 
“Corruption breeds poverty” and “Fix 
our education system now” as they 
marched in the city center. Yesterday’s 
rally was the most recent anti-govern-
ment protest since March, when a top 
court dismissed the main opposition 
party’s challenge to Akufo-Addo’s re-
election late last year. 

Akufo-Addo won a second term 
with only a small majority in parlia-
ment. But the Ghanaian leader has 
since been under pressure as the 
West African country struggles with 
economic troubles worsened by the 
coronavirus pandemic. “Nana Akufo-
Addo, we’re suffering. Do something 
for us. Nothing is working,” said 
Frederick Koomson, a 28-year-old 
mobile-phone seller. “The government 
must wake up.” Ghana is often 
applauded as one of the stable 
democracies in a region troubled by 
political strife and jihadist violence. 
But last year’s tightly contested vote 
heightened political tensions. 

With the economy hit hard by the 
pandemic, the government has intro-
duced new taxes and high fuel prices 
have also hiked the cost of some basic 
goods and services. Lead by social 
media activists, the #FixTheCountry 
protest on Twitter has been highlight-

ing economic problems and govern-
ment management. “If the political 
authorities will not fix this country, we 
want to tell them that we are capable 
of destroying their career because we 
brought them to power,” said Fatima 
Mensah, a 35-year-old activist. 

Some criticized Afuko-Addo’s proj-
ect to build a new $200-million (169-
million-euro) national cathedral, a 
pledge he says he made after his 2016 
election victory. 

Ghanians have been asked to make 
a voluntary $16 monthly donation to 
help finish it by 2024. “Why do we 
waste time on unnecessary ventures 
and leave the most important issues?” 
asked Aboagye Dacosta, a shoe shiner. 
In May, police blocked a planned 
protest citing coronavirus restrictions. 
For yesterday’s march, the police chief 
had guaranteed its safety, organizers 
said after meeting him. Many of yes-
terday’s protesters were wearing face-
masks. The main opposition party 
National Democratic Congress (NDC) 
last month rallied several thousand 
people in the capital. The NDC has 
called both of last year’s presidential 
and parliamentary election flawed and 
an “attack” on Ghana’s democracy. In 
March, the Supreme Court dismissed a 
challenge by the electoral runner-up, 
NDC’s John Mahama, who had asked 
for a rerun of the December 7 vote. 

Akufo-Addo, from the New 
Patriotic Party (NPP), won 51.59 per-
cent of the ballot ahead of Mahama, 
with 47.36 percent, according to offi-
cial figures. —AFP 

ACCRA: A woman carries a placard during #fixthecountry protest in Accra, Ghana, 
yesterday. —AFP
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With public animosity running high 

against the political class, officials kept 
away from the remembrance service. At 
the march a year later, protesters clad in 
dark hooded robes paraded a mock guillo-
tine. “My ‘government’ killed my people, 
took our homes and turned our city to 
dust,” one woman’s sign read. 

Wafaa Karam, 37, mourned her brother, 
a nephew and a cousin, all firefighters 
killed last summer after they rushed to 
extinguish the fire that sparked the blast. 
“We want the truth,” she said. The coun-
try’s already reviled political class has hid-
den behind its proclaimed immunity to 

avoid prosecution, stalling the lead investi-
gating judge’s work at every turn. Jeffry 
Chartouni, a worker at the port’s grain 
silos, said he wanted justice for his seven 
colleagues killed. “The security officials, 
the government, the customs, of course 
they all knew,” the 32-year-old said.  

Since the blast, the country has sunk 
deeper into economic crisis. With more 
than half the population now living under 
the poverty line, an international donor 
conference collected $370 million in 
urgent aid for Lebanon yesterday, exceed-
ing a $350 million target. Former colonial 
power France pledged $118 million and the 
United States promised $100 million, at 
the latest conference to drum up humani-
tarian aid. 

Amnesty International has accused the 
Lebanese authorities of “shamelessly 
obstructing” justice, while Human Rights 
Watch accused them of “criminal negli-
gence”. On Monday, relatives of blast vic-

tims called on authorities to lift immunity 
within three days, warning they were will-
ing to “break bones” in upcoming protests. 

According to foreign and Lebanese 
intelligence reports seen by AFP, hundreds 
of tons of fertilizer were carelessly stored 
in the same warehouse as tons of fireworks 
and rolls of detonating cord, among other 
dangerous materials. Lebanon’s parliamen-
tarians - some of whom have been nick-
named the “nitrate deputies” on social 
media - are ignoring intense international 
pressure and threats of sanctions. 

The political class has also yet to agree 
on a new cabinet to replace the one that 
resigned after the explosion, a key condi-
tion to unlock any financial assistance to 
the cash-strapped state. Lebanon’s 
descent into chaos had already started 
before the port blast, with a bankrupt state 
trapping people’s savings in banks and the 
national currency nosediving on the black 
market. — AFP 

Lebanese protest  
impunity a year...
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 as it headed towards the Strait of 

Hormuz, one of the world’s busiest water-
ways. 

Richard Meade, editor of Lloyds List, 
told The Times that “armed forces” had 
boarded the vessel and had been “direct-
ing it towards Iran”. British and US naval 
operations were monitoring the situation, 
Lloyd’s List added. But Iranian foreign 
ministry spokesman Saeed Khatibzadeh 
said Tuesday that the “reported ‘incidents’ 
in the Persian Gulf and broader region 
appeared utterly suspicious”. “Reaffirming 
our strong commitment to regional stabili-

ty and maritime security, Iran stands ready 
to offer assistance in case of any maritime 
accidents,” Khatibzadeh added. 

Washington short of assigning blame 
for the latest episode, but State 
Department spokesman Ned Price said 
there had been “a very disturbing pattern 
of belligerence from Iran”. White House 
spokeswoman Jen Psaki said the United 
States was in close touch with Britain over 
the “deeply concerning” incident. 

While Iran has denied any involvement 
in last week’s blast on the Liberian-flagged 
MT Mercer Street, the US and the Zionist 
entity both say an Iranian drone caused 
the explosion. Two crewmembers, from 
Britain and Romania, died on the MT 
Mercer Street, which is managed by 
prominent Zionist billionaire Eyal Ofer. 
Yesterday, Zionist Defense Minister Benny 
Gantz urged ambassadors in Jerusalem to 
“hold Iran accountable for its actions”. 

He named a senior Iranian in the elite 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps he said 
was responsible for attacking the tanker 
and other strikes. “Saeed Ara Jani is the 
Head of the IRGC’s UAV (unmanned aerial 
vehicle) Command. This is the man that is 
personally responsible for the terror 
attacks in the Gulf of Oman,” Gantz said. 

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
has vowed a collective response against 
Iran over the Mercer Street tanker inci-
dent, which he called a “direct threat” to 
freedom of navigation. The tensions come 
as Iran on Tuesday inaugurated the 
Islamic republic’s eighth president, the 
ultraconservative cleric and prosecutor 
Ebrahim Raisi. He succeeded Hassan 
Rouhani, who sought to repair relations 
with the West, and whose administration 
unsuccessfully sought to negotiate a 
revival of a nuclear accord with the United 
States. — AFP 

UK agency says 
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 society,” he told AFP. Another, Margaret 

Hearn, 65, said: “I trusted British Airways. It 
makes you very angry. Luckily, I came out of 
it, but no thanks to them.” 

Reliving his time as a hostage, Manners, a 
landlord, said he befriended his captor, an 
engineer at Dukan Dam in northern Iraq, but 
constantly worried about food shortages and 
that the guards would be ordered to shoot 
prisoners. “You refuse to believe you’re going 
to be released - you have these false dawns 
and it’s debilitating,” he said at the launch of 
Davis’ book. 

Manners burst into tears upon returning to 
London, after more than four months in cap-
tivity, but suffered from deteriorating mental 
health after his partner died in 1992. “There 
were times when nihilistic thoughts became 

so intrusive. There was no joy in the world,” 
he said. “It’s difficult to know how much was 
bereavement and how much was trauma from 
Iraq - the two were a toxic combination.” 

Hearn was moved from Kuwait to Basra, 
Baghdad and two detention facilities in the 
Iraqi desert during five weeks of captivity. A 
photograph of her two young children always 
triggered tears, she recalled, but said bore-
dom gradually replaced terror. “I was numb - 
you stop feeling things. You can’t keep up 
that intensity of fear and worry,” she added. 

Hearn recalled detainees bonding with 
friendly guards through games of football, 
videos and food - in contrast to the “horror 
story” of assaults, mock executions and star-
vation Davis claims were inflicted on some 
prisoners. “We were just a gift to Saddam. I 
dealt with it by putting it in a box and not 
looking at it again,” she said. “I never want to 
feel that frightened again.” 

Cardiologist Richard Balasubaramian, 49, 
was held for two weeks under house arrest 
in a Kuwaiti hotel. The Malaysian authorities 
organized evacuations, offering 
Balasubaramian an escape thanks to his 

half-Malaysian family - but only after two 
scorching 20-hour bus journeys across the 
desert to Jordan. “It was surreal, scary, 
almost like you weren’t there. We felt guilty 
about leaving the people who stayed 
behind,” he recalled. “I lost my youth in 
Kuwait. I’m much more anxious for it. That 
joyous, carefree element I had before - I 
lost that.” 

Davis is supported by a former diplomat 
at Britain’s embassy in Kuwait, who also 
claims senior politicians bypassed normal 
channels to force through an ill-conceived 
plan to move intelligence personnel. A two-
hour delay to take-off at London’s Heathrow 
Airport - supposedly due to air conditioning 
problems - allowed British staff to board at 
the last minute, Davis said. He added that the 
prime minister at the time, Margaret 
Thatcher, lied to parliament and BA threat-
ened crew and passengers to hush up the 
affair. BA declined to respond to AFP’s 
request for comment. The airline and 
Britain’s defense ministry have always 
denied accusations of negligence, conspira-
cy and a cover-up. — AFP 

3 decades on,  
‘human shields’...


