Afghanistan's Operational Environment

Background:  History and Cold War


For centuries, major trade routes have passed from Asia, Persia, the Middle East and Europe through the region known as Afghanistan.  It's strategic position as a connecting route between major trade centers, has also made it significant as a buffer state between competing nations.  For this reason, the area of Afghanistan has often been invaded over the centuries. To date however, no external power has successfully dominated the Afghan landscape or its people -all have withdrawn after losing considerable forces.  Its rugged terrain, warrior culture and blood feud ethic create an enduring hostile environment that has yet to be mastered, internally or externally.  Furthermore, while the country is populated with tribes and factions who are continually at war with each other, these same tribes have always set aside their differences and united against any outside power.   


The historical event that serves to best define Afghanistan today is the invasion and subsequent defeat of the Soviet Union during the period 1979 to 1989. This event paints two different views of Afghanistan and its people.   The first view emphasizes the protracted war fought by Soviet forces against the Mujahideen, the withdrawal of Soviet forces in 1989, and

the collapse of the Russian-supported government in 1992. It portrays the anti-Communist stance of the Mujahideen and the support that they received from the United States, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, China and other states.  It notes subsequent fighting among the various Mujahideen factions and the ultimate success of the fundamentalist Islamic Taliban movement in consolidating power over most of the country. In this view, continuing civil strife, widespread extreme poverty, starvation, a crumbling infrastructure, and millions of unrecorded land mines all mark Afghanistan as a regrettable footnote in the final chapter of the Cold War. 


A second vision of the same events takes a strikingly different view.  It sees the struggle of the Mujahideen as the first spark in the revival of militant Islam against the West in all its guises—Soviet Communism and Western imperialism. For the Taliban, the Islamic Emirate of

Afghanistan is compelled to support the struggle against all Western influences that corrupt Afghan society. Spokesmen in Russia, India, Iran, and elsewhere have no difficulty in identifying support for Islamic insurgencies emanating from Taliban and other extremist factions in

Afghanistan. In essence the current leadership of Afghanistan defines itself by what it opposes rather than any program of governance or public welfare.

Afghanistan as a Theater of Operations


Afghanistan is a land-locked, mountainous, multi-ethnic, Islamic emirate. Its total area is 652,000 sq. kms, an area slightly less than that of Texas. Afghanistan is bordered by Pakistan on the south and east (2,430 km), China on the east (76 km), Tajikistan on the east and north (1,206 km), Uzbekistan on the north (137 km), Turkmenistan on the north and west (744 km), and Iran on the west and south (936 kms).  Afghanistan's terrain is dominated by high and rugged mountains reaching 7,485 m, with plains in the north and southwest. The lowlands are mostly desert with only 12% arable territory. Most of the population is rural and nomadic, heirs to a long

tradition of sustained guerrilla struggle.  The climate is continental extreme and arid or semiarid. Afghanistan has a limited transportation infrastructure.    


The road network is poor, undeveloped, and still deteriorating.  Afghanistan has only 26.4 kilometers of railroads -- Russian gauge lines running crossing the Amu Darya border river at Kushka in Turkmenistan and at Termez in Uzbekistan. The main road network is a limited circular highway route connecting the major cities of Kabul, Kandahar and Herat with branch roads to Jalalabad, Khost and Farah.  The north-south roads were built by the Soviets while the east-west roads were built by the Americans.  There are excellent airfields at Bagram, Kandahar, Shindand, Kabul and Jalalabad built by the Soviets and Americans.


In July 2000, the total population of Afghanistan was estimated at about 26 million, with over 42% under 15 years of age. Literacy is well below 10%.  Afghanistan ethnic groups include the most numerous Pashtu (38%) and Tajiks (25%); other substantial groups comprised of Hazara (19%), Uzbeks (6%); and minor ethnic peoples including Amaks, Turkmens and Balochs. The dominant religion in Afghanistan is Islam (99%), but the Islamic community is divided along Sunni (Pashtu, Turkmen, Uzbek communities) with 84% of the population, and Shia (Hazara) making up 15% of the population.  Social organization is along clan lines with local loyalties being very strong and centrist ties weak. Kabul, the capital has a population of about 800,000.  Other urban centers include Kandahar, Herat, and Jalalabad--all areas contested militarily throughout the centuries. The bulk of the population lives in the countryside in poverty.  The ethnic, religious, and clan divisions among the population provide exploitable contradictions for a strategy of magnifying/engendering domestic unrest against the Taliban.  Such a strategy was effectively mounted by the pro-Soviet government in Kabul after the withdrawal of Soviet force in 1989 and down to the collapse of that government in 1992, when Russia abandoned any support to it.


External presence in the form of Western non-government organizations and diplomatic presence is quite minimal. There are, however, no shortages of émigré Afghanis in Pakistan, Russia and the West, who have no love for the Taliban.  Many of them, however, are unlikely to trust Western contacts because of perceived betrayals following the Soviet defeat, and what they see as an abandonment of their cause by the West. Twenty continuing years of warfare has left national life fragmented by deep cleavages within the population.


The Taliban is a fundamentalist nationalist movement that began as a popularly-supported drive to disarm warlords and bring peace to Afghanistan.  It has evolved into a Pashtu-dominated force conducting ethnic warfare against the Uzbeks, Tajiks, and Hazara.  It is also an oppressive domestic force imposing its own peculiar interpretation of Islamic law on the populace.  The Taliban is not a traditional government, tied to buildings, ministries and the conventional infrastructure of a state.  Rather, it a loosely-organized confederation of forces, tribal leaders and religious leaders that takes its general guidance from Mullah Omar in Kandahar. The Taliban does not rule effectively and coherently.  Interpretation of Mullah Omar's edicts is often a function of the local power's whims. Consequently, it will be very difficult to remove the Taliban from power, since there is no rigid, formal structure.  The Taliban is as much an idea as an entity and its influence extends beyond Afghanistan's borders-particularly into Pakistan.

Military Forces


The Afghan Army--as a state institution that is organized, armed and trained by a central government--does not exist.  Neither the Taliban-governed "Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan" nor the "Islamic State of Alliance", headed by the Northern Alliance, have the political legitimacy or

administrative efficiency of a state.  Both sides nominally command militia formations of varying levels of effectiveness, discipline, military efficiency and loyalty. 


There are elite militia groups serving factional leaders that are key forces in combat.  There are groups of foreign volunteers from Pakistani religious parties and Arab "volunteers".  Much of the aviation, tanks, personnel carriers and artillery pieces are inoperable from overuse and a lack of maintenance and spare parts.  Maneuver is built around pick-up trucks-a means of mobility not to be dismissed in this environment as the Soviets discovered.  The forces have a wide variety of small arms, mortars, machine guns, recoilless rifles, rocket launchers and mines.


The forces in Afghanistan have a guerrilla tradition and--should a conventional ground force enter the country--can readily revert to an effective guerrilla resistance, blending into the rugged terrain.  The combatants in Afghanistan are accustomed to decades of combat and attrition warfare.   Probably the one event that can unite divided Afghanistan is the presence of a foreign force on their soil.  Should a foreign force enter Afghanistan, it will probably meet minimum resistance upon entry, but will have difficulty maintaining the force over time and withdrawing.  This argues for well-defined objectives achieved in a brief period of time.  Effective foreign entry into the country would require the development of theater infrastructure to support an incursion of any duration.  The Soviet 40th Army committed four divisions, plus another division's worth of separate brigades and regiments, to their occupation of Afghanistan.  It was

clearly inadequate for their sustained stay.

The Great Game and the Taliban


Developments in the 1990s do not quite fit either paradigm described earlier, but contain elements of both and strong echo of history.  Events in Afghanistan took on an older cast, a replay of the "Great Game" that Imperial Russia and the British Empire played over Afghanistan from the mid-nineteenth century until the collapse of Tsarism. This time the game is played by the immediate neighboring states-Pakistan and Iran in particular--with Russia, India, and China being more distant players. The rise of the Taliban is in some measure a reaction to the "war-lordism" that gripped Afghanistan following the withdrawal of the Soviet Union, and serves to protect Afghanistan from the efforts of neighboring powers to intervene in the internal affairs of the state.  Pakistan and its intelligence service initially backed the Taliban in an effort to control their volatile neighbor and their own fractious North-West Frontier Province.  The Taliban, however, proved stubborn and not amenable to foreign control.   Iran, confronted by the murder of its diplomats in Afghanistan and the systematic Taliban terror against the Shia Hazara population, mobilized for war in 1998 but stepped back from actual military confrontation.  At the same time, the Afghan civil war continues, with Iran, India, and Russia providing military assistance to Ahmad Shah Massoud in his war against the Taliban regime. Internationally, Afghan Mujahideen factions and extremist allies have been active participants in insurgencies and terrorism abroad.  Just as the terrorist attacks were being mounted against the United States, Taliban operatives conducted a covert suicide attack against Massoud, leaving him gravely wounded or dead.  These two events underscore domestic and international dimensions of military action and violence associated with the Taliban regime, which is by no means the sole sponsor of such events. 

Usama bin Laden and the Jihad against the United States


Usama bin Laden and his organization, Al Qaeda, use Afghanistan as sanctuary from which they conduct their struggle against the West, Israel, and "corrupt" Islamic states. But it is a remote sanctuary whose primary advantage is that its remoteness decreases Al Qaeda vulnerability to direct-and effective--attack.  Terrorist cells there have used the West's technological advances and applied them in terrorist attacks against Western values and institutions.  There has been sufficient ideological solidarity and camaraderie between the Taliban and Usama bin Laden to guarantee him and his associates a protected but not invulnerable sanctuary. The United States-mounted cruise missile strikes against bin Laden--following the

attack upon two American embassies in Africa in 1998--had little effect.  Intense Soviet air strikes in the 1980's to root out Mujahideen support bases in the same area were ineffective as well.  The terrorist calculations of risk take into account the low probability of any ground operations

against them. The Al Qaeda jihad recruits fanatically dedicated agents to execute their attacks.  Their organization uses vertical hierarchy for control and a horizontal organization of disciplined and self-contained planning and execution cells. Usama bin Laden is a charismatic leader who

keeps a small security detachment with him, moves frequently by small convoys, and utilizes base camps spread over much of Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda's total membership is between 3,000-5,000 men but most of these are part of the 055 "Arab" Brigade, deployed with the Taliban forces fighting Massoud's Northern Alliance.

After the Recent Terrorist Attacks upon CONUS


Each version of Afghanistan's recent history has some merit and finds its own supporters. For current policy it is quite important to focus on the operational nature of the United States security interests in Afghanistan. Terrorism, not the Taliban's fundamentalist movement per se, is

the source of threat to the United States. The Taliban is an enabler for bin Laden but does not have sufficient political power to guarantee unified and decisive action against Al-Qaeda, even should its political and spiritual leadership decide to act. Part of the Taliban military forces will support bin Laden under those conditions. Pakistan with a large, armed Afghan population in its own Northwest Territories and powerful fundamentalist movements among its population will likely face domestic unrest and even armed insurrection in the case of the deployment of US troops on its territories as part of an operation against bin Laden.  This is not withstanding any "official" support for the US coming from the Pakistani government.  The United States has no direct interest in who wins within Afghanistan or among the rival states seeking influence. Should the various instruments of national power prove sufficient to secure the surrender of bin Laden and his associates, there is no logic to conducting military operations to achieve that end-however, the decisive punishment of terrorist-supporters in Afghanistan and elsewhere operates on imperatives of its own.  If the Taliban and its Pakistani supporters refuse US and allied demands for the dismantling of terrorist infrastructures, then mounting sustained operations will become a probable course of action. The challenge will be extreme and require complex planning and preparation of the theater of operations.  Diplomatic, psychological, informational operations

preceding the deployment of US forces into any adjacent states would be essential. As the planning and execution of operations takes place, we must be fully cognizant of the serious risks for horizontal escalation beyond Afghanistan, and vertical escalation because of the uncertainty of the stability of many Islamic states across the region from North Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. 

External Relations and Regional Perspectives


The Taliban has many enemies and few friends among states of the international community.  Nevertheless, what support that does exist for the Taliban movement is not limited to the confines of Afghanistan.  Pakistani fundamentalists provide logistic support and eager  combatants to the Taliban.  Afghanistan exports heroin/opium, duty-free goods, gemstones,

timber and fruit.  The Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan is recognized only by Pakistan, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia.  These countries are the Taliban's putative supporters in the international arena, but their relations with Afghanistan are often strained.  China is a passive supporter of the Taliban, but is concerned about reported Taliban support of Islamic insurgents in Xinkiang Province.  Russia, Iran, and India, as noted above, are hostile to the Taliban.  Tajikistan and Uzbekistan guard their borders against Afghan refugees and allow sanctuary to Northern Alliance (Massoud) elements on their soil.  The Taliban has officially recognized breakaway Chechnya and sent combatants to Chechnya to fight the Russians.  Reports of support for militants elsewhere abound.

Taliban relations with Pakistan have been shaped by a tacit agreement. The Taliban does not pursue the issue of greater Pushtunistan--the area of Pakistan inhabited by Pashtu peoples--while for its part Pakistan has supported the Taliban regime.  Pakistan has continued to provide covert aid to the  Afghan regime as part of this tacit agreement.   Though opposed to the Taliban regime, the United States-and the United Nations as well—have remained among the major contributors of humanitarian aid to Afghanistan.


There are substantial numbers of weapons and large quantities of ammunition left over from the Soviet-Afghan War, though weapons still enter Afghanistan through Pakistan, Russia, Iran, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and China.  In terms of overt arms purchases, Afghanistan has acquired some weapons from Britain, France, United States, and Russia.


As for Usama bin Laden's organization, Al Qaeda is not limited to the confines of Afghanistan.  The bulk of his organization, particularly the logistics and intelligence infrastructure, is in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, with elements scattered around the Islamic world, Europe, and the United States itself.  Financial support for bin Laden comes from collections in regional mosques as well as larger donations from private donors in the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia.  Al Qaeda also cooperates with other terrorist organizations.

Overall, it is relatively easy to isolate Afghanistan-however, the potential destabilizing of Pakistan (a nuclear state) and the impact this would have on India (another nuclear state) add grave complexities into the equation.  Similarly, Iran would fear conflict and the potential of destabilization.  China's interests in the area would clearly be threatened as well.

Conclusions


Modern military operations in the complex operational environment of Afghanistan would be the beneficiary of lessons from military forces over the centuries-most recently from the Soviets and subsequent civil war. Full recognition of the military complexities of the theater and opposing forces, however, has to be accompanied by a knowledge of how operations may be

influenced by the peoples, interests of neighboring states, and unintended consequences of military action in the region. While beyond the scope of military planning, any effective and enduring action in Afghanistan to permanently eliminate terrorist bases, would require a long-range political settlement.  The most probable settlement would re-establish the monarchy

with the most likely candidate being Mustafa-the grandson of the deposed king now living in exile in Rome.  The settlement would require representation of all the tribes, ethnic groups and religious factions.  Pakistan, Iran, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, China, the United

States and Russia need to be represented and possibly guarantee the settlement.  On a wider note, a settlement would also have to address regional stability.  Iran, China, Pakistan, India, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Kyrghistan are all experiencing incipient insurgencies that may threaten the existence of the states.
