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A wave of terrorist attacks has hit the Afghan capital, Kabul, in which hundreds
have been killed and many more critically injured. The attacks and escalating
violence once again highlight the growing strength and capability of the Taliban's
insurgency and the urgent need to put an end to the bloody war through a
negotiated settlement.
On January 29, 2018, a fourth major attack was witnessed in Kabul when the Daesh/Islamic State (IS)
targeted a military post near the Marshal Fahim military academy, in which 11 soldiers were killed
and 6 injured.1 Prior to this, on January 27, 2018, more than 100 people lost their lives and more
than 235 were wounded, in what is being termed as the worst attack in Kabul since the truck bomb
explosion near the German embassy that killed 150 people in May 2017. The attack took place when
an ambulance laden with explosives managed to drive past a police checkpoint in an allegedly highly
secure zone which is home to government offices, foreign embassies (including the office of the
European Union), a hospital and a shopping zone known as Chicken Street.2
Claiming responsibility for the attack, Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid stated that, “The
Islamic Emirate has a clear message for Trump and his hand kissers that if you go ahead with a policy
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of aggression and speak from the barrel of a gun, don’t expect Afghans to grow flowers in
response.”3
Prior to this incident, an attack by the Islamic State on the office of Save the Children in Jalalabad on
January 24, 2018 took another six lives,4 four days before which 30 people including 14 foreigners
lost their lives when the Taliban attacked the Intercontinental Hotel in Kabul on January 20, 2018.
Although the Afghan Taliban claimed responsibility, the Afghan government blamed the Haqqani
network for the bloodshed. Interestingly, while US condemned the attack, at the same time, the US
State Department stated that, “there is no proof that the Taliban were behind the attack.”5
The Haqqani network, which was founded by Jalaluddin Haqqani, an Afghan warlord, and now is
being run by his son Sirajuddin Haqqani, is considered to be amongst the deadliest and most
formidable insurgent groups in Afghanistan. The group has been widely accused by both the Afghan
and US governments for the spiking violence, as well as some of the deadliest attacks in Afghanistan
including attacks on embassies in Kabul, the Afghan parliament building, US military bases, as well as
the most recent attacks in January 2018. For quite some time, US has been putting pressure on
Pakistan (which it accuses of supporting and providing safe havens for the group) to take action
against the network which it believes operates along the Pakistan-Afghan border.
The Haqqani network has been a bone of contention between Pakistan, US, and Afghanistan. In
September 2011, Admiral Michael Mullen, then chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee,
alleged that Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) played a direct role in supporting the group,
which he believed was a veritable arm of the ISI.6 The following year, in September 2012, the US
declared the Haqqani network a foreign terrorist organization, and by November, the group was
blacklisted by the United Nations Security Council and sanctions were imposed on its leadership.7
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Since the Trump administration came into power, a number of drone strikes specifically targeting
the Haqqani network have been taking place. The most recent attack took place on January 24,
2018, in which a mid-level Haqqani network commander, Ehsan, also known as Khawari, and two of
his companions were killed during a twin drone strike along the Pakistan-Afghan border.8 Prior to
this, other top commanders of the network that have been targeted by US drones include Juma Din,
Naser Haqqani, Badar Haqqani, Muhamad Haqqani, Sangeen Zadran, Haji Ahmad Jan,9 Moulvi
Jamiuddin,10 and Abubakar.11
While it is very convenient for both US and Afghan governments to shift the responsibility on
Pakistan, in what is a clear and apparent effort to divert attention from their failures in Afghanistan,
it is pertinent to highlight that Jalaluddin Haqqani was held in high esteem by US during the Soviet
jihad for the role the group played in the resistance. Jalaluddin even visited the White House, where
he met the then US President Ronald Reagan.12 In fact, former US Congressman Charlie Wilson, who
raised finances for the Afghan resistance, referred to Jalaluddin as “goodness personified”. 13
There is no doubt that the Haqqani network has played an instrumental role in the Taliban
insurgency against western, and now Afghan forces, which has spanned over more than 16 years.
The Haqqani network has been responsible for some of the deadliest violence in Afghanistan.
However, the group's role, strength and capability has been highly exaggerated to the point that
there is wide consensus amongst US and Afghan playmakers that the insurgency is Afghanistan is
solely led or fuelled by the Haqqani network, and that if decisive action is taken against the group,
the insurgency in Afghanistan will come to an end. Unfortunately, this is not only naive, but wishful
thinking.
At the end of the day, the group does not operate in isolation, but is in fact a part of the Afghan
Taliban. In the current setup of the Taliban, Siarjuddin Haqqani is a deputy to the Taliban leader
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Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada. The Haqqanis association with the Taliban dates back to 1995,
when Jalaluddin Haqqani swore allegiance to the then Taliban leader, Mullah Muhammad Omar.14
Since then the group has been a key component of the Taliban. In 1996, the network helped the
Taliban capture Kabul, and later during the rule of the Taliban, Jalaluddin was appointed as the
group's minister of tribal affairs. Hence, to view the Haqqanis as independent of the Taliban and the
sole reason for unrest in Afghanistan is frivolous, to say the least.
The fact of the matter is that despite 16 years of international presence, promises of 'liberating
Afghanistan' and the fact that more than $80 billion have been spent on the country,15 Afghanistan
is worse off today than it was before 2001.16 The country continues to be confronted by violence,
insecurity, weak and ineffective governance, corruption, a flourishing drug trade, and a growing
Taliban insurgency which continues to escalate. Apart from internal challenges, the presence of at
least 21 international terrorist groups including the Daesh/the Islamic State (IS) which has claimed
responsibility for the recent attacks on a military post in Kabul and on the office of Save the Children
in Jalalabad, is yet another alarming development and a visible indication of how unsuccessful the
US war has been.17
The Trump administration's new strategy, which is highly militaristic, aims to target Taliban leaders
through force in the hope that it will compel the group to make a compromise and enter into talks.
Although the US ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley, has expressed confidence, “that the
strategy was working and pushing the insurgents closer to peace talks”.18 However, the approach
that US is adopting is certainly flawed, since the Taliban have been gaining ground and have clearly
stated that they will only agree to talks when international forces leave Afghanistan.19 The Taliban
have dismissed any suggestion that they have been weakened by the US approach, and in fact are
stronger than before, as is evident from the fact that they continue to gain territory, as well as
spread their influence throughout the country. In fact, the group has taken more territory in 2016-17
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than at any other time in their 16 year war and have had major military successes in Laskhar Gah,
Kunduz, and Tarinkot to name a few.20 Since February 2017, the Taliban have increased the amount
of territory under their influence or control by 3%, thus in total, 43% of Afghanistan’s districts are
either under Taliban control or being contested.21
Similarly, the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) continue to struggle which staggering fatalities
and are certainly no match for the Afghan Taliban which is obviously a far more stronger adversary.
From January -April 2017, the ANSF suffered more than 2,500 deaths and over 4,000 injuries alone.
In fact, according to a report by the Special Inspector-General for Afghanistan Reconstruction
(SIGAR), since January 2017, the casualty and attrition rates of the ANSF have been so high that both
the US and Afghan government have withheld figures, refusing to give numbers.22 The fact that the
US military itself cannot drive two miles from Kabul international airport to its base due to security
risks and instead flies the 2 mile distance is a clear indication of how successful the Taliban are and
where the war is heading. It is also demonstrative of the fact that the US is in essence 'surrendering
the terrain'23 to the Afghan Taliban. Hence, the only way forward in Afghanistan is through a peace
and reconciliation process with the Taliban.
While both US and Afghanistan continue to blame Pakistan for their failures, they must also realize
that Pakistan is responsible for preventing and curbing the activities of extremist elements within its
territory alone and not beyond its borders. Despite Kabul's opposition, Islamabad has taken decisive
and concrete measures on its side of the border through various border management initiatives, to
the point that its tribal region is free from terrorist elements. However, the fact that more than 21
terrorist groups operate in Afghanistan, by the admission of President Ghani himself, clearly shows
where the fault lies.
Unless and until the Taliban are not recognized, taken on board and involved in constructive
engagement and dialogue, hopes for peace and stability would remain elusive. A political
engagement with the Afghan Taliban is the only solution to end the Afghan crisis, which cannot be
achieved without bringing them onboard. It is time for Kabul to move beyond giving statements and
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instead focus on galvanizing domestic support from forces opposed to the peace process. It not only
has to convince the Taliban to enter into talks, but must also accommodate them in the political
process through a holistic and viable national reintegration program that is acceptable to all.
At the same time, the Afghan Taliban too, must put an end to its bloody offensive against the state.
While the group continues to justify its violence, ''to liberate Afghanistan from foreign control”24 it is
no longer prudent for them to do so as they are no longer fighting a 'foreign enemy'.25 With
changing regional dynamics and the growing threat of the Islamic State, neither the Afghan
government nor the Afghan Taliban can afford to do without dialogue, as force cannot be the
solution. Although the Afghan Taliban have not shown their willingness to talk, the group knows that
they cannot operate in complete isolation, and therefore, they will have to eventually reach a
political compromise with the government. The real challenge for the government and the Taliban,
is to find a solution that eliminates violence and promotes peace and reconciliation.
For years, the same slogan that Pakistan must 'do more' has been chanted by Kabul and Washington
as the way to achieve peace in Afghanistan. But if one looks at the state of affairs in Afghanistan
since 2001 and the growing strength of the Taliban, it seems that the war against the group has
clearly failed to produce the desired results. It is time for Kabul and Washington to take ownership
and to do more than expected from Pakistan.
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