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The Independent

'‘Nobody is winning,' admits McChrystal

The weakness of the Kabul government is hinderitegts by US and Nato forces to gain
much ground from the insurgents

By Patrick Cockburn
5/16/2010

Afghan President Hamid Karzai arrived in Londontgesay as US generals express doubts that
the fight against the Taliban is having any success

The US and Nato commander in Afghanistan, Geneeall& McChrystal, who was boasting of
military progress only three months ago, confesastiweek that "nobody is winning". His only
claim now is that the Taliban have lost momentummgared with last year.

Mr Karzai's reception in London and Washington hdgiits the political dilemma of the US and
UK in Afghanistan since both have more or less gpdanounced the corruption of his regime
and the mass fraud at the polls by which he wadeeted last year.

a leaked memo, the US ambassador in Kabul, GeKarhEikenberry, said Mr Karzai was "not
an adequate strategic partner" and was interestigdrousing foreign troops to keep himself in
power. One Afghan politician, who did not want heame published, added that "the problem is
not that the Taliban is strong but that the govesninis so weak".

Equally worrying for the American and British gomerents is the failure so far of General
McChrystal's strategy of using his troops to sdiaéban strongholds and, once cleared, hand
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them over to Afghan forces. He sold this plan, urvdeich he was promised an extra 30,000 US
troops, last November but all the signs are th& ot working. Starting in February, 15,000

US, British and Afghan troops started taking over Taliban-held area of Marjah and Nad Ali

in Helmand province. Dozens of embedded journatistsipeted the significance of Operation

Moshtarak, as it was called, as the first fruitsGafneral McChrystal's new strategy which was
meant to emulate the supposed success of the "sarlyaq in 2007.

Three months after the operation in Marjah, howel@ral people say that the Taliban still
control the area at night. Shops are still closatirzo schools have reopened. Education officials
who returned at the height of the US-led offengiage fled again. The local governor says he
has just one temporary teacher teaching 60 chilsiréine ruins of a school. Aid is not arriving.
The Taliban are replacing mines, the notorious |EBmoved by US troops and often use the
same holes to hide them in.

Pentagon officials increasingly agree with the Adfgtvillagers that the Marjah operation failed
to end Taliban control and put the Afghan governmercharge. This puts in doubt General
McChrystal's whole strategy which also governs wey in which 10,000 British troops are
deployed. He is being held to account for earligtimism such as his claim at the height of
Marjah offensive that "we've got a government ihox ready to roll in". Three months later,
people in Marjah say they have yet to see muchdaigine Afghan government.

Lack of success in Marjah is feeding doubts abbetgromised US-led offensive in Kandahar,
parts of which are under Taliban control. The USr8&ry of State Hillary Clinton has warned

against destroying the city in order to save itefEhhas been an attempt by the US military to
rebrand the attack "Co-operation for Kandahar".dloglders have lobbied against it on the
grounds that it will bring nothing but ruin to theity.

So far the much-heralded attempt to turn the td&andahar has simply terrified local people
about what is to come. US and Nato supply colunhsder through the narrow streets, the
soldiers guarding them gesturing menacingly to Afgtvehicles not to get too close. "An
atmosphere of terror is hanging over Kandahar," athrivali Karzai, the president's much-
criticised brother who is also head of the localroal, is quoted as saying. "People are breathing
terror here."

The Taliban are putting more effort into thwarti@eneral McChrystal's strategy than the
Afghan government is doing to implement it. In Kahdr the Taliban have stepped up a
campaign of assassinations against local offi@als people who co-operate with the Americans
or the Kabul government. Most of the UN's interoadl staff has left the city.

When General McChrystal's plan was adopted by &easiObama it promised a quick
turnaround on the ground in Afghanistan and thidesionstrably not happening. Local people
say the Taliban are stronger and more active indghar than they were three months ago.
Veteran Taliban fighters are reported to be plagnoavoid heavy losses in fighting to come
while untrained teenage insurgents are gatheritgtite foreign forces regardless of casualties.
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Part of the US and British lack of success may de&ed in a failure to understand what
happened in Irag. The US media swallowed the afficersion that an alliance with the Iraqi

tribes combined with new military tactics aimeddatending the civilian population had turned
the tide against the Sunni Arab insurgency. Thereomething in this but not much. The main
reasons why the Sunni Arabs ended their insurgageynst the US occupation was that they
were being slaughtered by the Shia-dominated govemh and the Sunni have been largely
driven from Baghdad.

The one development over the past year which hiaghéi Taliban hardest happened not in
Afghanistan but in Pakistan. Prodded by the US,Rh&istan army has been taking over the
federally administered tribal areas along the bomleere the Afghan Taliban once had safe
havens. Soon the army may assault North Wazirista@,of the last Afghan insurgent enclaves
and one which is already under repeated attack ®yteédator drones. These find their targets
because Pakistani military intelligence providetiied information.

But loss of these safe havens in Pakistan may eaulch a blow to the Afghan Taliban as it
would have been three years ago when they cordrédtes of Afghanistan. It is impossible to
seal the 2,600km frontier between Pakistan and @igitan, supposing the Pakistan army wants
to do so.

The semi-official Pakistani view is that the USjt&in and Nato forces have become entangled
in a civil war in Afghanistan between the Pashtommunity, represented by the Taliban, and
their Tajik, Uzbek and Hazara opponents who doreitia¢ Kabul government. They expect the
Pashtun to go on fighting until they get a realrghia power. One Pashtun, a former colonel in
the Pakistani army, said: "It will be difficult fahe Americans and British to win the hearts and
minds of the people in southern Afghanistan sirtcie centre of Pashtun culture is a hatred of
all foreigners."
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