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THREE CONNECTED CONFLICTS – IRAQ, AFGHANISTAN AND 
PAKISTAN 
Paul Rogers 
 

 

At the beginning of February, ISAF sources announced that a major military offensive was about to be 

mounted in Helmand Province in southern Afghanistan. This was Operation Moshtarak (“together”), 

involving 15,000 US, British and Afghan National Army troops, and would concentrate on clearing 

Taliban and other paramilitary groups from two areas, one of them centred on the town of Marja. The 

publicity given to the operation appeared designed partly to encourage civilians to evacuate areas under 

Taliban influence, but would also serve to highlight the capabilities of coalition forces at a time when 

support for the war in the United States and Britain was fragile. 

Given the size of the operation, it is likely that it will provide a major focus for western media attention 

for some weeks, but to get a full measure of its significance requires seeing it in the wider context of the 

conflicts in Iraq and Pakistan, and of the Status of the al-Qaida Movement (January 2010 briefing). 

There have, in particular, been significant developments in both Iraq and Pakistan, with each likely to 

have an impact on what is now happening in Afghanistan. 

 
Iraq 
    

The additional deployments of US troops to Afghanistan will take the overall numbers of NATO forces up 

to about 140,000 by the latter part of the year, with many thousands of private security personnel 

operating in the country as well. The ability of the Pentagon to maintain the US commitment of over 

100,000 troops for any length of time will depend heavily on the rate at which forces can be withdrawn 

from Iraq, with this in turn depending on the levels of violence there. 

 

The main independent assessment of Iraqi civilian casualties, Iraq Body Count, has reported that overall 

numbers of civilian deaths due to violence fell in 2009 compared with the five previous years, but the in-

year decline that was evident in 2008 did not continue through to the end of 2009. Moreover, the 

pattern of violence showed distinct trends during the year, indicating an insurgent capability that 

remained potent and dangerous. During the early part of the year, there were many attacks on Shi’a 

communities, with mosques and markets being targeted, but in August and October there were two 

major sets of attacks on government ministries in secure parts of Baghdad. The ability of paramilitary 

groups to penetrate secure zones caused great concern, especially as one of the main effects was to kill 

scores of civil servants and injure many hundreds. 

 
The change of emphasis in the attacks appeared to indicate a specific plan to demoralise the civil 

service and thereby destabilise the Malaki government in the run-up to the planned March elections. 

There were further major attacks in Baghdad in December and January. Most recently these have 

included the bombing of the forensic science laboratories of the Ministry of the Interior and the 

coordinated bombing of three large hotels frequented by western journalists and business people. The 

hotel attacks, in particular, were on very well-protected and supposedly secure buildings and were 

further evidence of the capabilities of the insurgents. 

 
Of added concern during January and early February, was a series of attacks on Shi’a communities. 

These were mostly centred on pilgrims going to the Imam Hussein shrine in Karbala. In the first week of 

February, more than a hundred were killed in three attacks, with hundreds more injured. The 

combination of parallel operations against government offices and Shi’a communities suggested a 

capability and determination on the part of the insurgents that gave little sign of them being in retreat. 
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The Obama administration intends to remove all US combat troops from Iraq by the latter part of this 

year, but this is somewhat misleading in that many of the remaining forces, likely to be in excess of 

50,000, are being reconfigured into “advice and assist” brigades (AABs) that may have as their main 

function the cooperation with Iraqi Army and police units as they expand their capabilities, but also 

retain full combat capabilities. If the current levels of violence persist and quite possibly escalate, then it 

will be very difficult for the Pentagon to maintain its intended timetable for withdrawal. That, in turn, will 

have an impact on the ability of the US Army and Marine Corps to maintain their enhanced deployments 

in Afghanistan.  

 
Pakistan 
    

The Obama administration’s policy towards Pakistan has three components:  

• encourage closer relations with India, 

• encourage the Pakistani military to be far more aggressive in controlling paramilitary groups, 

especially in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), in Baluchistan and North-West 

Frontier provinces, and 

• engage much more heavily in its own military activities within Pakistan. 

 
Washington recognises the Pakistani security context in which India, with more than six times the 

population and a far stronger military, is seen as the constant threat to the integrity of the state. There 

is, moreover, a pervasive fear of encirclement as India increases its commitments to Afghanistan. Last 

month, the Director of Indian Military Intelligence paid a visit to the Karzai administration in Kabul, a visit 

that received little media coverage in India but was seen in Islamabad as further proof of interference in 

its own sphere of influence. In difficult circumstances, the Obama administration is trying to ease 

Pakistan’s fears, but this may prove problematic, not least because of an India domestic perception that 

paramilitary groups in Pakistan represent a serious threat to the country. The prolonged attack on 

Mumbai over 15 months ago still resonates in India and there is a widespread assumption that those 

behind the attack had a degree of official backing. 

 
In encouraging the Pakistani Army to be more active in controlling paramilitary groups, the United States 

faces three difficulties. One is that the Army is not geared to sustained counter-insurgency operations, 

and in recent operations it has not devoted sufficient forces to do more than limit the influence of the 

groups. Secondly, the elite Army establishment is not willing to engage in operations within the country 

that might limit the capabilities of the Taliban and related militias across the border in Afghanistan. 

Against this, the United States is aided by the antagonism of many influential Pakistanis to the 

numerous bombing and other attacks within Pakistan. During 2009, there were around 3,300 people 

killed within Pakistan as a result of such attacks, and this lost the Pakistani Taliban and other groups 

much domestic support. However, this is complicated by the persistent opposition within Pakistan to 

more US military involvement within the country which brings us to the third problem relating to US 

policy.  

 
During the course of 2009, the United States substantially increased its military involvement in Pakistan. 

One aspect was an intensified programme of counter-insurgency training, one result being a recent 

attack on a US training unit near Bajaur Agency, killing three US soldiers and injuring two others. A far 

greater involvement in Pakistan has been the rapid increase in the use of armed drones in attacks on al-

Qaida and Pakistani Taliban leadership elements. In 2009 there were 53 drone attacks, the largest 

number in any one year, and there were 12 more in the first five weeks of 2010. Many of the attacks 

now use multiple armed drones - in a single incident on 2 February, nine armed drones fired a total of 

19 missiles in an attack on a village in the Degan area of North Waziristan. This was close to the border 

with Afghanistan’s Khost Province, where Taliban militias have successfully filled a security vacuum, left 

when US forces vacated some of their more remote military outposts. The attack was the largest use of 

armed drones so far and is reported to have killed 31 people.  
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From a US perspective, the use of drones in Pakistan has been one of the very few examples of 

successful counter-terrorism activities in the region in recent years, and there is evidence that it has had 

an effect in weakening both the al-Qaida movement and the Pakistani Taliban. Because of this, such 

attacks are likely to be maintained at a high level and may even increase. There is, though, a substantial 

problem in that such attacks are seen by many sectors of public opinion in Pakistan as direct threats to 

the sovereignty of the country. This means that there is a difficult balance of political risk in that the 

large-scale use of armed drones, however effective from Washington’s perspective, may overturn the 

domestic opposition to internal paramilitary attacks and thereby prove counterproductive. What may 

further upset this balance is evidence of increasing Indian involvement in Afghanistan, including the 

activities of numerous Indian construction companies, the extensive training programmes for the Afghan 

judiciary and public administration, and the close links between the Afghan Army and the Indian military. 

 
Afghanistan 
    

Developments in Iraq and Pakistan may both have influence on the war in Afghanistan in the coming 

months, and that war is already taking on an unusual course. One aspect is the intensity of the fighting 

throughout the winter months, in contrast to the usual pattern of recent years where there has been a 

lull in the fighting. The change is in part due to the determination of coalition forces to increase 

pressure, now that more troops have been deployed, but it is also due to the versatility and adaptability 

of the Taliban paramilitaries. They have become far more adept at avoiding open conflict where they 

would face the greatly superior firepower of coalition forces, but they have also become far more 

proficient at the use of roadside bombs and, on occasions, taking the war to major towns and cities, 

including Kabul. 

 
This is significant, because in the past six months, coalition forces have redeployed units away from 

some of the more remote areas, concentrating more on larger urban populations. Taliban responses 

have therefore included urban attacks to demonstrate their capabilities while they have also sought to 

extend their control of rural areas in the absence of western forces. They have been aided in this latter 

move by corruption and maladministration by the Kabul government, often to the extent that Taliban 

governance in a particular district receives a guarded welcome because of its ability to impose order, 

however rigid and even brutal that order may be. The coalition’s current Operation Moshtarak may 

actually involve relatively little contact with Taliban paramilitaries and may therefore be seen as a 

success as troops slowly move into areas previously under Taliban control, albeit hindered by large 

numbers of roadside bombs. This could actually be a misleading impression given the capacity of 

Taliban elements to melt away and reform elsewhere from western troop concentrations. 

 
More generally, it remains clear that the Obama administration is keeping to its twin-track approach of 

attempting to put much heavier military pressure on the Taliban and their associates, while 

simultaneously being willing to negotiate with some elements. It is here that the US domestic dimension 

is highly relevant. The view from Washington is that serious progress must be made in Afghanistan in the 

next 12 to 18 months, or else the already weak domestic support for the war will ebb away still further. 

This time constraint has two implications. One is that there will be an assumption in Pakistan that the 

United States will not maintain its military forces in Afghanistan so that Pakistan must look to a post-

American future. From Islamabad’s perspective, that future must include substantial Taliban 

involvement to ensure Pakistani influence, and that can result either from a negotiated settlement or a 

marked degree of Taliban success in the conflict. Thus, whatever Pakistan does about its internal 

paramilitaries, it will tend not to assist in the defeat of the Taliban across the border. 

 
The second implication is that Taliban planners may now have come to recognise that time is on their 

side – indeed the massive increases in US forces in Afghanistan should best be seen as indicators of 

Taliban prowess. This view is supported by recent reports that more foreign fighters, from right across 



OxfordResearchGroup | February 2010 

. 
  

  4 

the Middle East and beyond, are willing to join the conflict alongside the Taliban. If the view from 

Washington is that a way out of the mire is negotiating an acceptable settlement from a position of 

military strength, it is certainly possible that this is precisely the same view held by the Taliban 

leadership, except that the Taliban definition of “acceptable” may be very different from that in 

Washington. 
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