
Don’t Believe That We Can Afford to Lose—Frederick Kagan, a resident scholar at the 
American Enterprise Institute, and Kimberly Kagan, the president of the Institute for the 
Study of War

America cannot achieve even the minimal objective of preventing Al-Qaeda from 
re-establishing safe havens in Afghanistan without a substantial increase in 
forces over the coming year. The Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan’s south is 
growing. The Afghan and international forces there now cannot reverse that growth. 
They may not even be able to stem it. That is the assessment of the top American 
commander there, General Stanley McChrystal.

President Obama said in August, “If left unchecked, the Taliban insurgency will 
mean an even larger safe haven from which Al-Qaeda would plot to kill more 
Americans.” Some of his advisers now say the opposite: Taliban control will not 
lead to terrorist havens. Why not? Osama bin Laden first built camps in the territory 
of a Taliban leader, Jalaluddin Haqqani, in the mid-1980s. Relations between Al-
Qaeda and the Taliban remain close. Even if they do not invite Al-Qaeda in, could 
they, unlike Pakistan, keep Al-Qaeda out? The president was right: the triumph of 
the Taliban will benefit Al-Qaeda.

Rejecting General McChrystal’s request for more forces leaves two options. The 
United States withdraws and lets Afghanistan again collapse into chaos, or it 
keeps its military forces and civilians in harm’s way while denying them the 
resources they need to succeed. Neither is acceptable.

Pakistani Patronage—Paul R. Pillar, a former national intelligence officer for the Near East 
and South Asia and a professor in Georgetown University’s Security Studies Program

The government of Pakistan, through its intelligence agency, has long been a 
patron of the Afghan Taliban, and General Stanley McChrystal recently warned 
that the collaboration continues. Pakistan sees the relationship as a way of hedging 
its bets in Afghanistan, an asset in its confrontation with India. It is difficult to define a 
clear benchmark for ending that aid because the Pakistanis refuse to acknowledge that 
any relationship exists. But let us consider it to have ended or gone into remission 
if, a year from now, six consecutive months have gone by with no credible 
reporting of the sort that underlay the general’s observation.

The significance of this benchmark is threefold. 

First, Pakistani patronage is an impediment to subduing the Taliban. 

Second, it is an excellent gauge of how well or poorly NATO’s campaign in 
Afghanistan is going. Continued Pakistani dealing with the Taliban would 
reflect Islamabad’s judgment that it is going poorly enough that bets still must be 
hedged. 

Third, an end to the relationship would eliminate one of the biggest 
paradoxes in the rationale for the counterinsurgency: the Pakistani 
government that our efforts in Afghanistan are supposedly helping to save 



“Al-Qaeda Showing Smaller Presence in Afghanistan,” by Robert H. Reid, Associated 
Press, 6 October 2009. [KBTSAfghanGW, KBTQOverview, KBTQNetwork] We quote from 
http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20091006/ap_on_re_as/as_afghan_al_qaida_s_role:

Kabul, Afghanistan—Al-Qaeda’s role in Afghanistan has faded after eight years of 
war. Gone is the once formidable network of camps and safe houses where Osama 
bin Laden and his mostly Arab operatives trained thousands of young Muslims to wage 
a global jihad. The group is left with fewer than 100 core fighters, according to the 
Obama administration, likely operating small-scale bomb-making and tactics 
classes conducted by trainers who travel to and from Pakistan.

Assessing the real strength and threat posed by Al-Qaeda is at the heart of an 
evolving policy debate in Washington about whether or not to escalate the U.S. 
military presence in this country. The war was launched soon after the 11 
September 2001 attacks to root out Al-Qaeda and deny the militant movement a safe 
haven in a Taliban-ruled Afghanistan.

[Critics of troop surge in Afghanistan say Al-Qaeda, the real enemy, is in Pakistan]

U.S. national security adviser James Jones said last weekend that the Al-Qaeda 
presence has diminished, and he does not “foresee the return of the Taliban” to 
power. He said that according to the maximum estimate, Al-Qaeda has fewer than 
100 fighters operating in Afghanistan without any bases or ability to launch attacks 
on the West. 

“If the Taliban did return to power, I believe we are strong enough to deter them 
from attacking us again by strong and credible punishment and by containing 
them with regional allies like India, China, and Russia,” said former State 
Department official Leslie Gelb.

But Bryan Glyn Williams, a University of Massachusetts associate professor who 
monitors militant Websites, told the Associated Press he has collected reports of 
large numbers of Al-Qaeda fighters in various provinces in addition to across the 
border in Pakistan. 

Michael Scheuer, a former CIA analyst who tracked bin Laden for three years, 
believes the administration may have underestimated Al-Qaeda’s role here 
because the organization prefers to work in the background providing logistics, 
propaganda, and training to local allies. Most of the foreigners fighting against 
NATO in Afghanistan are believed to be Pakistani Pashtuns and Uzbeks, who are 
harder to identify than Arabs because of ethnic similarities to Afghans. 

NATO casualties have risen dramatically this year at the hands of a resurgent Taliban, 
and U.S. General Stanley McChrystal is asking for up to 40,000 more American 
troops so that he can bolster security, especially in northern and western 
Afghanistan. Opponents of that strategy, notably Vice President Joe Biden, prefer 
to maintain current U.S. troop levels—about 65,000—and shift the focus to 
missile strikes and Special Forces operations in neighboring Pakistan, where 



many key Al-Qaeda figures have sought sanctuary.

Those critics believe the Taliban—a radical Islamist movement that emerged among 
the ethnic Pashtun community and ruled in Kabul from 1996 until 2001—pose no 
threat to the United States. They say the real enemy, Al-Qaeda, lies across the 
border in Pakistan. Although the Taliban never fully embraced Al-Qaeda’s 
doctrine of global jihad, the movement has spread among ethnic Pashtuns in 
Pakistan, threatening the stability of that nuclear-armed country. 

“When you see less and less of Al-Qaeda in an Islamist insurgency, it almost certainly 
means that it is more effective than when you saw more of it,” Scheuer said. “I am 
sure that Al-Qaeda is still fielding some field-grade cadre to toughen the 
Taliban’s ranks.”

[Even those who doubt Al-Qaeda could stage a comeback won’t rule out the possibility]

Some experts believe Al-Qaeda operates in Afghanistan through Lashkar al-Zil, 
or “Shadow Army,” which is believed to have carried out attacks in eastern 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. “In my opinion Al-Qaeda fighters from the Lashkar al-Zil 
are actively involved in all Taliban fronts, from Nuristan in the north to Helmand in the 
south,” Williams said. “While foreigners do not play a considerable role in the 
current jihad, Al-Qaeda is definitely there.”

Even those who doubt bin Laden’s followers could stage a comeback won’t rule 
out that possibility, given Afghanistan’s tribal-based politics where alliances 
forged today are discarded tomorrow. “Afghanistan is a complicated place that has 
always worked on the basis of discussions and deals where nobody comes out a 
complete loser and nobody comes out a complete winner,” said Richard Bassett, the 
United Nation’s chief Al-Qaeda and Taliban watcher. Nevertheless, Al-Qaeda’s 
presence has vastly diminished since the 11 September 2001 terror attacks that 
triggered a U.S.-led invasion a month later. 

U.S. officials in Afghanistan rarely mention Al-Qaeda in sharp contrast to Iraq, 
where the U.S. military was quick to blame the group for most attacks against 
Shiite civilians. If there are significant numbers of Arab Al-Qaeda members left in 
Afghanistan, they maintain a low profile. During the years of Taliban rule, many 
Afghans deeply resented the presence of swaggering young Arabs, who in turn 
looked upon their hosts as backward and primitive. 

Bassett believes Taliban leader Mullah Omar would never allow Al-Qaeda 
operatives free rein again because he blames them for provoking the war that 
drove his Islamist group from power. “Al-Qaeda has sort of sensed their future lies 
more with the Taliban groups in Pakistan than with the Taliban groups in Afghanistan,” 
Bassett said. 

[U.S. failure in Afghanistan would be an enormous propaganda victory for Al-Qaeda]

However, Al-Qaeda has maintained longtime ties with a number of key figures 
within the broad coalition that is fighting U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan. 



Chief among them are Jalaluddin Haqqani and his son Sirajuddin, whose 
Pakistan-based forces are battling the Americans and their allies across eastern 
Afghanistan. NATO officials say the Haqqani group, among the most feared fighters in 
Afghanistan, may have taken part in the Saturday assault on a U.S. outpost in Nuristan 
province that left eight American soldiers dead. 

Another faction with longtime Al-Qaeda ties is led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a 
former prime minister and rebel commander in the war against the Soviets in the 
1980s. “Al-Qaeda is still very close with Hekmatyar and is also tight with the 
Haqqanis,” said Bruce Hoffman, a counterterrorism expert at Georgetown University. 
“I think one of the problems is that the Americans see the Taliban as a monolithic 
entity.” 

Hoffman believes a U.S. failure in Afghanistan would be spun by Al-Qaeda as a 
victory that would invigorate the group regardless of whether it returned to 
Afghanistan in force. “They faced annihilation seven years ago and they have 
certainly rebounded from that setback,” Hoffman said. “Withdrawal would be an 
enormous tonic to them in two respects: the propaganda value would be a game 
changer. They would portray it as having defeated the only other superpower in 
the world.” 

Michael O’Hanlon, a research director of the Brookings Institution, agrees a Taliban 
victory “would be a big deal for us” because of the psychological boost it would give to 
Al-Qaeda and associated movements it inspires around the world. “It would allow Al-
Qaeda to say they got the momentum back, after a couple of years in which 
America did better against them in other locations,” he said. 
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