e On August 15, the Taliban captured the Afghan capital Kabul and declared the war in
Afghanistan over.

o Over the last 20 years, the US has spent more than $83 billion, training,
equipping, and developing the Afghan national army, police, air force, and
special forces. Yet, under the advance of an armed group carrying light
weapons, the ANDSF collapsed.

o Asaresult, the US and several other Western countries have had to redeploy
thousands of troops to help with the emergency evacuation of their citizens
and diplomatic staff from Kabul.

o The United States’ 20-year endeavour to rebuild Afghanistan’s military into a
robust and independent force has failed, and that failure is now playing out in
real time as the country slips into Taliban control.

o “The Taliban did not fight their way into Kabul; they drove in. There were
commuters in American cities who found it harder driving to work the next
day

o David Brennan of Newsweek wrote, “The American flight from Kabul will be a
stain on President Joe Biden’s legacy and stand as a monument to American
foreign policy hubris. After two decades, trillions of dollars, and hundreds of
thousands of deaths, the Taliban are back in charge.?

e How did it collapse so quickly?**

o It began with individual outposts in rural areas where starving and
ammunition-depleted soldiers and police units were surrounded by Taliban
fighters and promised safe passage if they surrendered and left behind their
equipment, slowly giving the insurgents more and more control of roads and
entire districts.

m In early May, a Taliban commander telephoned Muhammad Jallal, a
tribal elder in northern Afghanistan, and asked him to dleiver a
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message to Afghan government troops at several bases in his
district...’

e ‘“If they do not surrender, we will kill them,’

e He and other tribal elders complied. After several rounds of
negotiations, two government bases and three outposts
surrendered without a fight.

m Each surrender, small or large, handed the Taliban more weapons and
vehicles - and, vitally, more control over roads and highways, giving
insurgents freedom to move rapidly and collect the next surrenders as
the security forces were progressively cut off from amminition, fuel,
food, and salaries.

o Afghan troops were then consolidated to defend Afghanistan’s 34 provincial
capitals in recent weeks as the Taliban pivoted from attacking rural areas to
targeting cities.

m This strategy proved futile as the insurgent fighters overran city after
city, capturing around half of Afghanistan’s provincial capital in a
week, and encircling Kabul.

o The Taliban expanded their control among the country’s 400-odd districts
from 77 on April 13 to 104 on June 16 to 223 on Aug. 3.

o There was widespread corruption in Afghanistan’s defence and interior
ministries where funds, ammunition and other equipment were sold on the
black market, and eventually ended up in the hands of the Taliban.

m  Some commanders embezzled money by submitting fund requests for
the salaries of “ghost soldiers”. As this was happening, ANDSF
personnel were kept unpaid and retained on duty without permission
to leave.

m  On paper, Afghan security forces numbered somewhere around
300,000 people, but in recent days have totaled around one-sixth of
that, according to US officials.

m  The ANDSF had one of the highest desertion and casualty rates in the
world. According to one estimate, the ANDSF’s per month attrition
rate was 5,000 while the recruitment rate was 300 to 500.

m For unpaid soldiers, the lavish lifestyles of their commanders were
often too much and instead of fighting and dying, they preferred to
save their lives by surrendering to the Taliban under its amnesty
offers.
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o On one frontline in the southern Afghan city of Kandahar, a cardboard box of
potatoes was supposed to pass as a police unit’s daily rations. They hadn’t
received anything other than potatoes in various forms in several days, and
their hunger and fatigue wore them down.

m  “These French fries are not going to hold these front lines," a police
officer yelled, disgusted by the lack of support they were receiving in
the country’s second largest city.

o There was also no ideological cohesion within the army or a sense of national
duty. In fact, there was significant mistrust towards the country’s political
leadership. No Afghan soldier was ready to fight and die to defend President
Ashraf Ghani or the government.

m This environment of doubt and suspicion further undermined Afghan
soldiers’ resolve to resist the advance of the ideologically cohesive
Taliban, whose fighters were driven by a desire to establish an Islamic
emirate and drive out foreign troops they saw as occupiers.

o Despite receiving years of training and billions of dollars, the ANDSF never
developed the capacity to stand on its own. It was entirely dependent on the
US and NATO troops to protect urban areas.

e The Taliban arose in 1994 amid the turmoil that followed the withdrawal of Soviet
forces from Afghanistan in 1989. The Group was rooted in rural areas of Kandahar
Province in the south.

e InFeb. 2020 Donald Trump signed a deal with the Taliban that promised to pull all
US troops out of the country by May 1, 2021.°

o Roughly 2,500 troops remained in Afghanistan when Biden took office.

o In April, Biden announced he would follow through with pans first
announced by Trump to withdraw US forces from Afghanistan.

o Joe Biden did not reverse this course when he took office, although he did
push back the withdrawal to September and later shifted it to Aug. 31

o Inastatement released this week, Donald Trump criticized Biden by saying,

m “Afghanistan is the most embarrassing military outcome in the history
of the United States. It didn’t have to be that way! Can anyone even
imagine taking out or military before evacuating civilians and others
who have been good to our country and who should be allowed to
seek refuge?”

m  Trump added in a separate statement, “In addition, these people left
topflight and highly sophisticated equipment. Who can believe such
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incompetence? Under my Administration, all civilians and equipment
would have been removed.”

o But as criticism ratchets up, the White House has harkened back to
Trump-era decisions that they believe set the stage for this month’s
breakdown. Setting a deadline of May 1 allowed the Taliban to wait out the
US, they argued, and Trump’s Camp David invite to the Taliban granted the
group legitimacy.

m Biden said on Saturday, “When I came to office, I inherited a deal cut
by my predecessor - which he invited the Taliban to discuss at Camp
David on the eve of 9/11 of 2019 - that left the Taliban in the strongest
position militarily since 2001 and imposed May 1, 2021 deadline on US
forces”
m He continued. “Shortly before he left office, he also drew US forces
down to a bare minimum of 2,500. Therefore, when I became
President, I faced a choice - follow through on the deal, with a brief
extension to get our forces and our allies’ forces out safely, or ramp up
our presence and send more American troops to fight once again in
another country’s civil conflict”
e While an Economist/YouGov poll this June found only 1in 5 Americans opposed the
US withdrawing from Afghanistan, a Morning Consult survey that followed the fall of
Kabul found a plurality of 45% opposed to withdrawal if it meant a Taliban takeover.’
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