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Introduction
The U.S. has now entered its seventeenth year of war in Afghanistan, and there is no clear end to the war in 
sight. At present, there seems to be little prospect that a combination of Afghan government, U.S., and allied 
forces can defeat the Taliban and other insurgent and terrorist forces, or will be defeated by them. The conflict 
has become a war of attrition which can drag on indefinitely, and can only be ended through some form of peace 
negotiation, U.S. withdrawal, or the collapse of either Afghan government or threat forces – a transition from a 
war of attrition to a war of exhaustion by one side.

The Burke Chair at CSIS has assembled a survey of the conflicting metrics and maps that have attempted to 
describe the levels of combat, and relative control of the country since 2014. It draws heavily on official sources 
like the Department of Defense, the Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction (SIGAR), and the Lead 
Inspector General. It also, however, draws heavily on UN casualty reporting, different media reports, and the 
work of the FDD Long War Journal (LWJ) and Institute for the Study of War (ISW). 

This focus on trends in combat and control means it does not cover force developments, or the shifts in the 
strategy on each side, versus their effects. It also omits the trends in the civil side of the conflict. What it does do, 
however, is provide a picture of the conflicting ways in which U.S., UN, Afghan, allied, media, and NGO sources 
have appraised the ebb and flow of conflict over time, and the different views of government versus Taliban 
control of the country. 

The patterns it reveals do not provide dramatic new insights into the course of the war or the events to date in 
2018. A war of attrition is a war of attrition. They do warn, however, that the U.S. sometimes failed to properly 
assess the war, and that no current official assessment of the war provides a full or reliable picture as to the 
current situation and level of control by the Taliban and Afghan government. 

In fairness, a significant degree of uncertainty is inevitable, particularly when U.S. military and civilians have a 
much smaller presence at the District level and access to human sources. The new “conditions-based” strategy 
announced by President Trump is still in the process of being implemented and its full effects will not be 
apparent until 2019-2020 –and much will then depend on whether Afghanistan can conduct a successful election 
and create a more effective and unified government.
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Nevertheless, the survey does raise serious questions about the combat metrics the United States and its allies have used 
throughout the war, and the degree that these have been consciously or unconsciously politicized to overstate success or 
support efforts at withdrawal. The analysis helps illustrate these issues by grouping the data into various time clusters to 
provide easier comparisons. It also provides summaries of the competing narratives used to explain each metric to help 
explain what are sometimes major differences in the trends portrayed by given sources. 

It does not, however, attempt to reconcile the differences that emerge between sources, or  make an independent 
assessment of these difference. This is left to the reader. Anyone familiar with the conflict will be aware of the extent to 
which the metrics provide in a given period did or did not fully present a valid picture of the war. Anyone who participated in 
the policies shaping the war over time will be aware cases where official sources chose metrics that exaggerated success, did
not address the deep divisions and lack of effective governance on the part of the Afghan government, and/or emphasized 
favorable tactical outcomes rather than seriously addressed the trends in insurgent influence.

There are several other aspects of data provided in this survey that the reader should be aware of:

• The threat trend and map data do not distinguish between the Taliban and other hostile movements.

• The graphics and reporting that highlighted the impact of the war on the on the civil side of the fighting, and the 
effectiveness of the Afghan central government and aid efforts, were largely cancelled after 2011, evidently because the 
maps and graphics did not reflect the planned level of progress.

• No attempt has been made since 2012 to map the actual level of central government control of given districts provinces.  
A lack of Taliban control does not mean that the central government has control vs. a war lord, powerbroker, or major 
narco trafficking operation.

• In some cases, districts seem to be assessed as under government control even when there is serious violence, or when 
government control is limited at best outside the District capital or a major population center. 

• The UN casualty data often present a different picture in detail of the level of rising violence and risk, and leaked UN 
amps of areas the level of risk to aid and humanitarian operations seem to show larger areas of risk than the official 
maps of government vs. Taliban/threat control. 

• In many cases, the original source never fully defined key terms, indicate the methodology used, or describe the level of 
uncertainty in the information provided. 
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• Most trend charts, maps, and graphs compare the outcome of tactical clashes, or provide sweeping comparisons of 
control. They do not attempt to address the deep limitations and division the Afghan government control, by District, 
properly map insurgent influence, or attempt to map the relative level of government and insurgent influence and 
control. 

• The U.S. and Afghan official data on government or threat control seem to sometimes count Districts as under 
government control that are actually under the control of various power brokers and warlords, or where the 
government has only a limited presence in the District capital.  

• The survey data on Afghan public opinion seem to reflect different views of security and government control from the 
maps and charts showing disputed areas.

• The combat maps take no account of the growth of narcotics production and its impact on control and security.

• No data are provided on the trends and location of ethnic and sectarian violence.

• The impact of sanctuaries and movements in Pakistan is not reported. Neither is the rising role of Iran and Russia.

There has been an improvement in official reporting since the U.S. shifted from a withdrawal-based strategy to a conditions-
based commitment to stay. However, such improvements have come largely in the form of official contributions to reporting 
from outside the Department of Defense. The Department of Defense’s 1225 reports on the war—Enhancing Security and 
Stability in Afghanistan -- have been cut back over time.

Unfortunately, some of the best explanations of the war that have been provided by U.S. commanders or in command 
briefings provided by the U.S. Forces Afghanistan (USFOR-A) and the Resolute Support Mission. These briefings often 
involve maps and graphics, but the Department of Defense only provides transcripts, and does not disseminate this 
material. Other useful data has come in the form of testimony by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but again 
without public metrics.

As a result, it is the maps, graphics, and data from the United Nations, the Special Inspector General for Afghan 
Reconstruction, independent assessments by the Long War Journal, and more recently from the Lead Inspector General that 
provide the most detailed view of the fighting. 



Watching the Threat Return:

Trends and Indicators: 2014
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Shift from Tactical clashes to High Profile Attacks in 2012-2014

Source: Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan, October 2013,  p. 17. 
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/October_1230_Report_Master_Nov7.pdf,; April 2014 report, p.11; October 2014Report, p. 15

April 1, 2013 – August 31, 2014, compared to April 1 – August 31, 2014

7

http://www.defense.gov/pubs/October_1230_Report_Master_Nov7.pdf
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And, in Key Trainer Skills

Source: NTM-A, Year in Review, November 2009 to November 2010, p. 27.

27 

Figure 14. NATO Training Mission-Afghanistan priority trainer progress.
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The Surge Did Not Create the Basis for Transition and Eliminating ISAF 
Combat Forces

Source: “Victory” in Afghanistan: OSD Assessment of Monthly Nationwide Security Incidents in Iraq (April 2009 – September 2012)



Failed Surge in Afghanistan vs. Surge in Iraq

Iraq

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Source: Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan, p. A-2.
10
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Source: DoD, Report on Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan,1225 semi-Annual report to Congress,  June 2015 , 
http://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/June_1225_Report_Final.pdf, p. 28.

Weekly Reported Security Incidents” : 12/2011-4/2015
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NATO ISAF Mission in December 1, 2013

Source: NATO, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm



NATO ISAF Mission in November 7, 2014

Source: NATO, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm



AFCENT Summary: 2009 to 31/1/2013



AFCENT Summary: 2009 to 31/12/2013



AFCENT Summary: 2010 to 31/12/2014
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One Last Partial Assessment of Civil Progress Through April 2012

Source: USAID and ISAF, April 2012
.

Development

04-Feb-10 29-Apr-10 Governance	Assessment

6 7 Sustainable	Growth

16 19 Dependent	Growth

47 46 Minimal	Growth

40 41 Stalled	Growth

10 7 Population	at	Risk

3 2 Not	Assessed

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2219.html#af


The Drug Outcome of the Surge: Change in Poppy Cultivation 2012-2013

SIGAR-15-10-SP Special Report: Poppy Cultivation in Afghanistan, 2012 and 2013, Page 4, 
http://www.sigar.mil/pdf/Special%20Projects/SIGAR-15-10-SP.pdf 18



SIGAR Estimate Total Area Under Poppy Cultivation: 2002-2013

SIGAR-15-10-SP Special Report: Poppy Cultivation in Afghanistan, 2012 and 2013, Page 4, 
http://www.sigar.mil/pdf/Special%20Projects/SIGAR-15-10-SP.pdf 19



NATO ISAF Mission Ends in December 2014

Source: NATO, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm

•NATO led the UN-mandated International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) from August 2003 to December 2014. ISAF’s 
mission was to enable the Afghan authorities and build the capacity of the Afghan national security forces to provide 
effective security, so as to ensure that Afghanistan would never again be a safe haven for terrorists. 

•ISAF is NATO’s longest and most challenging mission to date: at its height, the force was more than 130,000 strong 
with troops from 50 NATO and partner nations. 

•ISAF also contributed to reconstruction and development in Afghanistan through 28 multinational Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams – led by individual ISAF nations – securing areas, outside of Kabul in the provinces, in which 
reconstruction work was conducted by national and international actors. 

•The transition to Afghan lead for security started in 2011 and was completed in December 2014, when the ISAF 
operation ended and the Afghans assumed full responsibility for security of their country. By the end of 2014, PRTs had 
been phased out and their functions were handed over to Afghan authorities. In January 2015, NATO launched the 
Resolute Support Mission (RSM) to train, advise and assist Afghan security forces and institutions. Currently, it 
numbers over 16,000 troops from 39 NATO Allies and partner countries. At the July 2018 NATO Summit in Brussels, 
NATO will welcome two new troop-contributing nations, the United Arab Emirates and Qatar, increasing RSM to 41 
contributors. 

•Allied leaders decided at the July 2016 NATO Summit in Warsaw to sustain the presence of RSM beyond 2016. 

•NATO and its partners are already committed to providing financial support to sustain the Afghan forces until the end 
of 2020.

•The Enduring Partnership is NATO’s political partnership with Afghanistan. It was set up in 2010 at the NATO Summit 
in Lisbon. At the 2016 Summit, Allies decided to strengthen and enhance the Partnership, within and alongside RSM, 
through political dialogue and practical cooperation. In the longer term, a traditional partnership with Afghanistan 
remains NATO’s goal.

•NATO’s Senior Civilian Representative represents the political leadership of the Alliance in Kabul, liaising with the 
government, civil society, representatives of the international community and neighbouring countries. The 
Representative has a leading role in advising the Afghan authorities on the Enduring Partnership. 
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US Boots on the Ground in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria: 
Original Plan

Williams & Epstein, Overseas Contingency Operations Funding: Background and Status, CRS R44519, February 7, 2017 p.19.

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2219.html#af


Reality Intervenes and Withdrawal 

Becomes Uncertain:

Trends and Indicators: 2015
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Source: SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, January 30, 2016, https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2016-01-30qr.pdf, p. 66.

Average Number of Security Incidents Per Day: 11/2012 - 10/2015 

The UN recorded 6,096 security incidents from May 1, 2015, through  July 31, 2015, a 4.6% decrease compared to the same period in 2014 during the second round of the 
presidential election. The count included  291 assassinations and attempted assassinations, an increase of 11.4%  compared to the same period in 2014. The UN reported armed 
clashes  (53%) continued to account for the majority of the incidents, together with  improvised-explosive device (IED) events (26%) accounting for 79% of all security incidents. 
The UN said the majority of the incidents were  reported in the southern and eastern regions, with Kandahar, Nangarhar,  Ghazni, Helmand, and Kunar enduring 44.5% of all 
security incidents. 
The UN reported that the period was marked by antigovernment elements’ efforts to capture and hold district centers in a number of provinces. 
Of the 364 districts in Afghanistan, seven district centers were captured, a  significantly larger number than in previous years, with five recaptured by 
the ANDSF during the reporting period.
Civilians continue to endure most of the attacks; from May 1 through  July 31, UNAMA documented 2,985 civilian casualties (934 killed and 2,051  injured). The UN reported August 
7, 2015, to have been the deadliest day  since UNAMA began tracking civilian casualties in 2009, with 355 civilian  casualties (42 deaths and 313 injured). UNAMA attributed a 78% 
increase  in civilian casualties to antigovernment elements from suicide and complex  attacks in the first half of 2015.

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2016-01-30qr.pdf


Sympathy for Taliban and Armed Opposition Groups: 2015

24

Zachary Warren and Nancy Hopkins, 
AFGHANISTAN IN 2015, A Survey of the Afghan 
People, Asia Foundation, 2015, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publications/pdf/155
8
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Source: UN OCHA, http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/afg_dashboard_quarter_three_00_final_20151224.pdf

UN Estimate of Incidents 
vs. Casualties: 1/2013-9/2015

8/20/201
8



Effective Enemy Initiated Attacks: 12/14 to 10/15

Source: Enhancing Security and stability in Afghanistan, Department of Defense, 1225 Report, December 2015, p. 19-20.

The number of effective enemy-initiated attacks10 from January 1 to November 30, 2015 – that is, attacks that resulted in casualties – increased by 
approximately 4 percent when compared to the same period in 2014 (see Figure 4).11 The total number of effective enemy-initiated attacks hovered around 
1,000 per month during the reporting period before decreasing in September 2015. This increase in the number of effective enemy-initiated attacks is 
consistent with an increase in the number of ANDSF and civilian casualties over the reporting period, with an overall upward trend over the last two years. 

Direct fire remains the leading type of insurgent attack by a wide margin followed by IED and mine explosions (see Figure 5). Indirect fire such as mortars, 
rockets, and artillery and surface-to-air fire continue to be infrequently utilized insurgent tactics. Although IED and mine explosions are less than half of the 
number of total attacks, this tactic typically gains more media attention, particularly when conducted as a high-profile attack via either a person-borne or 
vehicle-borne IED in a population center. Consistent with the previous reporting period and the overall trend since the transition to the RS mission, very few 
effective enemy-initiated attacks involved coalition or U.S. forces. 
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Enemy Initiated Attacks by Type: 12/14 to 11/15

Source: Enhancing Security and stability in Afghanistan, Department of Defense, 1225 Report, December 2015, p. 21.
8/20/2018 27
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The Withdrawal Plan Fails: U.S. Forces in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria: 
FY2002-FY2017

Notes: Reflects U.S. troops in-country; excludes troops providing in-theater support or conducting counter-terror
operations outside the region. Amy Belasco, The Cost of Iraq, Afghanistan, and Other Global War on Terror Operations Since 9/11, CRS RL33110, December 8, 2014, 
p.9.

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2219.html#af


NATO Resolute Support Mission in May 2015

Source: NATO, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm



Radically Different assessment of Trends in  
Threat Control and Influence

• Official U.S. and Afghan data seem to sharply understate the level of growing 
threat presence, influence, and control – perhaps because Districts are only 
counted as under threat control if the District capital is directly controlled and/ort 
because growing threat influence is not measured.

• The estimates made in testimony by General Campbell for the end-2015 state of 
threat influence and control seem more spin than objective. 

• The UN data that follow seem far more realistic in assessing trends, and are 
supported by the casualty trend data in the next section. They also note that the 
threat had enough influence or control to reduce civilian casualties in some areas.

• The failure of official reporting to assess corruption and power broker/official 
links, or agreements that give the Taliban influence and control in some areas 
casts, much of the public reporting into serious doubt.

• There has been no attempt to publically estimate the level of official control, and 
government rule of law by district for years.

• As a result, official unclassified data at best provide highly suspect analysis that 
focuses on tactical issues to the exclusion of the reality that insurgencies are 
essentially political warfare for control and/or influence.

30
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Source: Die Bundesregierung (German federal government), 2014 Progress Report on Afghanistan, 11/2014, p. 19.; UN Security Council, The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for 
international peace and security reports, 12/9/2014, p. 5; 9/9/2014, p. 6; 6/18/2014, p. 5; and 3/7/2014, p. 5.;  and SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, January 30, 2015, p. 
93.

German Government Map of Threat Levels from Anti -Government Forces: 11/2014

8/20/2018
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Source: Tim Craig, Sayed Salahuddin, 
“Taliban storms into northern Afghan city in 
major blow for security forces,” Washington 
Post, September 29, 2015, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/ta
liban-overruns-half-of-northern-afghan-
city/2015/09/28/53798568-65df-11e5-
bdb6-6861f4521205_story.html
.

ISW/Washington 
Post Map of 

Insurgent 
Activity in 2015

9.29.2015
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Source: 
http://www.nytimes.c
om/interactive/2015/
09/29/world/middlee
ast/taliban-support-
attack-zone-
map.html. 

Taliban 
Presence

New York 
Times: 

29/9/2015

8/20/2018
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Source: Institute for the 
Study of War: 
http://understandingwa
r.org/backgrounder/mili
tant-attack-and-support-
zones-afghanistan-april-
october-6-
2015?utm_source=Copy
+of+Militant+Attack+an
d+Support+Zones+in+Af
ghanistan%3A+April-
October+6%2C+20&utm
_campaign=Iraq+Situatio
n+Report+July+28-
30%2C+2015&utm_medi
um=email
.

ISW 
Insurgent 

Activity : 4-
19/2015

8/20/2018



35Source: Rod Norland and Joseph Goldstein, “Afghan Taliban’s Reach Is Widest Since 2001, U.N. Says” New York Times,, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/12/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-united-nations.html?smprod=nytcore-ipad&smid=nytcore-ipad-share

UN Estimate of Areas of Risk in Afghanistan: 9/2015 - I

8/20/2
018

• Districts with extreme threat levels either have no government presence at all, or a government 
presence reduced to only the district capital; there were 38 such districts scattered through 14 of the 
country’s 34 provinces.

• In all, 27 of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces had some districts where the threat level was rated high or 
extreme.

• In Oruzgan Province, in southern Afghanistan, four of its five districts were rated under extreme or high threat, with 
only the capital, Tarinkot, classified as under “substantial” threat. Many local officials predicted that the province 
might soon become the first to entirely fall to the Taliban.

• Similar concerns were raised by officials in two other Oruzgan districts, Dehrawad and Chora. They all reported 
increased activity by the Taliban in recent months.

• In Maimana, the capital of Faryab Province, American airstrikes, along with the arrival of pro-government militiamen, 
helped beat back the Taliban’s effort to overrun the city last week, but the Taliban remain active in districts 
surrounding the provincial capital.

• United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan evacuates 4 of i 13 provincial— the most it has ever done for 
security reasons — in October 2015.

• Rated threat level in about half of the country’s administrative districts as either “high” or “extreme,” more than at 
any time since 2001.

• In many districts that are nominally under government control, like Musa Qala in Helmand Province and Charchino in 
Oruzgan Province, government forces hold only the government buildings in the district center and are under 
constant siege by the insurgents.

• Tempo of the insurgency has increased in many parts of the country where there had been little Taliban presence in 
the past, including some areas in the north with scant Pashtun populations. The Taliban have been a largely Pashtun-
based insurgency and have been historically strongest in Pashtun-majority areas in southern and eastern Afghanistan, 
with some pockets in the north, such as Kunduz.

• “We have had fighting in 13 provinces of Afghanistan over the past six months, simultaneously,” President Ashraf 
Ghani said this month in response to criticism after the fall of Kunduz.



36

UN OHCA Estimate of Afghan Aid Needs in 2015 as a Conflict Indicator

8/20/2
018

Source: http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/afg_dashboard_quarter_three_00_final_20151224.pdf



Source: Rod Norland and Joseph Goldstein, “Afghan Taliban’s Reach Is Widest Since 2001, U.N. Says” New York 
Source: New York Times, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/12/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-united-
nations.html?smprod=nytcore-ipad&smid=nytcore-ipad-share

37

UN OHCA Estimate of Areas of Risk in Afghanistan: 9/2015
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UN OHCA Estimate of IDPs As a Conflict Indicator: 9/2015

8/20/2
018 Source: http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/afg_conflict_idps_2015_jan_oct_snapshot_20151209_v5_lr.pdf. 

The conflict in Afghanistan continues to intensify, 
with notable escalations in violence seen throughout 
the North, South and East Regions; Faryab, Helmand, 
Kunduz and Nangarhar experienced large-scale 
displacement within and to surrounding provinces. 

During the quarter, approximately 63,500 individuals 
were recorded as conflict-displaced, with the total 
assessed number of forcibly displaced in 2015 
reaching 197,000 by the end of September. One 
trauma care NGO reported a 19 per cent increase 

in war-related admissions. The increasing violence 
culminated with the significant, yet temporary, siege 
of the provincial capital Kunduz by non-state armed 
groups (NSAG) at the end of September, which led to 
a month-long displacement crisis of nearly the entire 
city’s population across the North and North East 
Regions. 

As military operations in North Waziristan continued 
and expanded, refugees remain in the camp and 
urban areas of Khost and Paktika provinces; families 
do not expect to be able to return home in the 
foreseeable future, thus requiring a focus on more 
medium-term interventions while still meeting life-
saving needs of the most vulnerable.

At the same time, the return of both documented 
and undocumented Afghans remains high, with 
nearly 54,000 registered refugees returning mainly 
from Pakistan in the first nine months of 2015, as 
compared to only 13,860 in Q3. 

Undocumented returnees have also reached higher 
levels with nearly 440,000 people returning, 80,000 
of which are considered particularly vulnerable; the 
number of vulnerable families and persons with 
specific needs is also increasing, all contributing to a 
worsening humanitarian situation in the country and 
limited capacity to respond. 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/afg_conflict_idps_2015_jan_oct_snapshot_20151209_v5_lr.pdf
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Lead US Inspector General Summary of Key Threats 12.2015

8/20/20
18

Source: Lead Inspector General for Overseas Contingency Operations, OPERATION FREEDOM’S SENTINEL
Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, October 1, 2015−December 31, 2015, p. 3, https://oig.state.gov/lig-oco. 

https://oig.state.gov/lig-oco


Taliban Areas of Control in Afghanistan: 15.10.15

Source: NYT, http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/09/29/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-maps.html 40
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UN OHCA Estimate of IDPs As A Conflict Indicator: 11/2015

8/20/2
018

Source: http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/afg_conflict_idps_2015_jan_oct_snapshot_20151209_v5_lr.pdf. 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/afg_conflict_idps_2015_jan_oct_snapshot_20151209_v5_lr.pdf


42

Source: 
https://mail.google.com/mail/
u/0/#search/map+/151a7e717
269d3cb

ISW Threat 
Assessment 

10/12/2015

8/20/2018

Some support zones depicted 
on the map exceed the bounds 
of the districts explicitly 
researched as part of this 
project. These low-confidence 
support zone assessments are 
based upon historical, terrain, 
and demographic analysis. High-
confidence support zones are 
depicted in districts that were 
fully researched as part of this 
project. ISW analysts have 
assessed conditions in 200 of 
409 districts. Taliban militants 
captured the district center of 
Reg-e Khan Neshin district, 
Helmand province on December 
9 after prolonged clashes with 
police and ANSF, the last district 
center capture portrayed on this 
map. Taliban militants loyal to 
Mullah Akhtar Mansour 
attacked the joint U.S.-Afghan 
Kandahar Airfield near Kandahar 
City on December 8. This attack 
is not represented on the map 
because it does not constitute 
an attempt by Taliban militants 
to control a district center. 
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Lead US Inspector General: Key Insurgent Leaders: 12.2015
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Source: Lead Inspector General for Overseas Contingency Operations, OPERATION FREEDOM’S SENTINEL
Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, October 1, 2015−December 31, 2015, p. 14, https://oig.state.gov/lig-oco. 

The National Counterterrorism Center, DoD and media reports have identified the following leaders ofterrorist and insurgent 
groups :Leaders of Terror and Insurgent Groups in Afghanistan

Ayman al-Zawahiri, al Qaeda. Al-Zawahiri became radicalized during his university years in Cairo in the 1970s. After receiving his 
degree in general surgery in 1978, he became increasingly involved with Islamist groups opposed to the government of Anwar al-
Sadat. Following the 1981 assassination of President Sadat, al-Zawahiri was arrested along with other Islamists and received a 3-
year prison sentence. He later met Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan while both men were supporting anti-Soviet insurgents. He 
was sentenced in Egypt to death in absentia in 1997 for a terrorist attack on foreign tourists. One year later, he merged his group, 
the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, with al Qaeda. After bin Laden’s death,  al-Zawahiri became the acknowledged leader of al Qaeda.  
Mullah Akhtar Mansoor, Taliban.  There is a dearth of reliable information on Mullah Mansoor’s background. Another veteran of 
the fight against the Soviet Union, he is alleged to have been born near Kandahar, studied at a radical Pakistani madrassa, and been 
an integral part of the inner councils of his now-deceased predecessor,  Mullah Omar. During the 1996-2001 Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan, Mullah Mansoor controlled the nation’s civil aviation authority. After the announcement of Mullah Omar’s death in 
2015, Mullah Mansoor quickly took control of the Taliban. But this was met with opposition from several Taliban leaders. His 
followers have been involved in several clashes with forces aligned with ISIL-K.

Sirajuddin Haqqani, Haqqani Network. According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation,  Haqqani was born in either Afghanistan 
or Pakistan in the 1970s.  He emerged as the network’s leader in 2014, after the reported death of his father Jalaluddin Haqqani, 
who was one of the most powerful leaders of the anti-Soviet insurgency and a sometime ally of the United States. While drone 
strikes have taken a severe toll on the terrorist network, eliminating many senior figures based in eastern Afghanistan and North 
Waziristan, Pakistan, the network remains capable of conducting significant attacks.

Hafez Saeed Khan, ISIL-K. Born in Pakistan in the early 1970s, Saeed is reported to have travelled to Kabul after September 11, 
2001, to fight alongside the Taliban. He was a member of Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan, but pledged his allegiance to ISIL after that 
group splintered in 2014. In January 2015, an ISIL spokesman released a video confirming his leadership of ISIL-K. According to 
media reports claiming to be based on information obtained by the Afghan National Directorate for Intelligence,  Saeed was killed 
in a July 2015 U.S. drone strike in eastern Afghanistan along with 30 other insurgents. However, ISIL-K denied those reports and
neither the U.S. nor Afghan governments confirmed the death.

https://oig.state.gov/lig-oco
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Source: Lead Inspector General for 
Overseas Contingency Operations
OPERATION FREEDOM’S SENTINEL
Quarterly Report to the United 
States Congress
October 1, 2015−December 31, 
2015, p. 5, 
https://oig.state.gov/lig-oco. 

Lead US Inspector 
General Summary of 

High Visibility Activity: 
12.2015
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Taliban and Other Threat Forces: 12.15

Source: Adapted from Dawood Azami,” Why are the Taliban resurgent in Afghanistan?,”
BBC 5 January 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35169478. 

• Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan: Afghan Taliban led by Mullah Akhtar 
Mohammad Mansour

• High Council of Afghanistan Islamic Emirate: Taliban splinter group led 
Mullah Muhammad Rasool

• Hizb-e Islami (HIG) or Islamic Party: a comparatively minor Afghan insurgent 
group led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar

• Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan (TTP): Pakistani Taliban

• Islamic State (IS): challenges the Taliban's legitimacy and supremacy

• Al-Qaeda: supports the Afghan Taliban and has renewed its allegiance to the 
Taliban leader, Mullah Mansour 

• Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT): Pakistani militant group traditionally focused on India

• Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ): Pakistani sectarian militant group targeting Shias

• Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU): linked to IS since August 2015

• Islamic Jihad Union (IJU): a splinter faction of IMU now loyal to Afghan 
Taliban

• East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM): China-focused Uighur separatist 
group 
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http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35169478


Key Developments: End 2015

• Taliban holds roughly 30 percent of districts across the nation, according to Western 
and Afghan officials, 

• Taliban now holds more territory than in any year since 2001, when the puritanical 
Islamists were ousted from power after the 9/11 attacks. 

• Top American and Afghan priority is preventing Helmand, largely secured by U.S. 
Marines and British forces in 2012, from again falling to the insurgency. Gen. John F. 
Campbell, the commander of U.S. and allied forces in Afghanistan, told his Afghan 
counterparts that he was as guilty as they were of “just putting our finger in the 
dike in Helmand.”

• As of last November, about 7,000 members of the Afghan security forces had been 
killed this year, with 12,000 injured, a 26 percent increase over the total number of 
dead and wounded in all of 2014.

• Number of ANSF killed increased 27% 

• Attrition rates and Deserters  soaring. injured Afghan soldiers say they are fighting a 
more sophisticated and well-armed insurgency than they have seen in years.

• U.S. Special Operations troops increasingly being deployed into harm’s way to assist 
their Afghan counterparts. 

Sudarsan Raghavan, A year of Taliban gains shows that ‘we haven’t delivered,’ top Afghan official says, Washington Post, 27.12.15, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/a-year-of-taliban-gains-shows-that-we-havent-delivered-top-afghan-official-
says/2015/12/27/172213e8-9cfb-11e5-9ad2-568d814bbf3b_story.html. 
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/afghan-forces-still-battling-taliban-over-southern-district/2015/12/25/e7754e58-aaec-11e5-b596-113f59ee069a_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/people/sudarsan-raghavan
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/a-year-of-taliban-gains-shows-that-we-havent-delivered-top-afghan-official-says/2015/12/27/172213e8-9cfb-11e5-9ad2-568d814bbf3b_story.html
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Source: SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, January 30, 2016, https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2016-01-30qr.pdf, p. 66

SIGAR Summary of Security at End–2015 - I

USFOR-A reports that approximately 71.7% of the country’s districts are under Afghan government 
control or influence as of November 27, 2015. Of the 407 districts within the 34 provinces, 292 districts 
are under government control or influence, 27 districts (6.6%) within 11 provinces are under insurgent 
control or influence, and 88 districts (21.6%) are at risk.
In a report issued in December, DOD stated that the security situation in Afghanistan has deteriorated. 
There are more effective insurgent attacks and more ANDSF and Taliban causalities. However, DOD 
remains optimistic that the AND continues to improve its overall capability as the capabilities of the 
insurgent elements remain static.
The insurgency in Afghanistan has achieved some success this past year by modifying its tactics. The 
most notable example is the Taliban’s brief capture of Kunduz in September. The insurgency is 
spreading the ANDSF thin, threatening rural districts in one area while carrying out ambitious attacks in 
more populated centers. The ANDSF has become reactive rather than proactive, DOD has reported

The UN reported the overall level of security incidents increased and intensified from August 2015 
through the end of October, with 6,601 incidents as compared to 5,516 incidents (19% increase) during 
the same period in 2014. The 6,601 security incidents reported were the most since SIGAR began 
reporting in November 2012, and the average daily number of incidents that occurred equaled the 
number in the summer of 2014.

The Taliban temporarily seized Kunduz City, a provincial capital, as well as 16 district centers, primarily 
across the north during the period. While the ANDSF were able to regain control of Kunduz City and 13 
of the district centers, the UN reports approximately 25% of districts remained contested throughout 
the country at the end of October.

While the majority (62%) of security incidents were in the south, southeast, and east, the UN reported 
a notable intensification in the north and northeast with Sar-e Pul, Faryab, Jowzjan, Kunduz, and Takhar 
provinces being the most volatile. 

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2016-01-30qr.pdf
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Source: SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, January 30, 2016, https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2016-01-30qr.pdf, p. 66

SIGAR Summary of Security at End–2015 - II

The UN reported the presence of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), particularly in 
Nangarhar Province, and of unconfirmed reports of clashes between ISIL affiliates and the Taliban. The 
UN reported armed clashes and incidents involving improvised explosive devices continued to account 
for the majority (68%) of the security incidents, a 20% increase over the same period in 2014.

Among the incidents, 22 involved suicide attacks and 447 involved assassinations and abductions.110 
Seventy-four incidents involving attacks against humanitarian personnel, assets, and facilities were 
registered with the UN and resulted in 21 humanitarian workers killed and 48 injured. The U.S. forces’  
mistaken attack on the Doctors Without Borders hospital was the deadliest,  killing at least 30 persons 
and injuring at least 37. 

Between August 1 and October 31, 2015, the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan documented 3,693 
civilian casualties (1,138 persons killed and 2,555 injured), a 26% increase over the same period in 
2014.112 Between January and September 2015, some 235,000 individuals were displaced, excluding 
the 17,000 families temporarily displaced during the Kunduz crisis, an increase of nearly 70% compared 
to the same period in 2014. The UN believes 2015 may have been the worst year for conflict-induced 
displacement in Afghanistan since 2002.

The UN reported the breakdown in the rule of law in Kunduz during the insurgent attack. Their 
occupation created an environment in which arbitrary killings, violence, and criminality occurred with 
impunity. The fear of violence was a key factor in the mass displacement of women from Kunduz City 
and the temporary suspension of services protecting women in several adjacent provinces. Attacks on 
schools decreased from 41 in the prior period to 22. The offensive in Kunduz led to the temporary 
closure of all 497 schools. In addition, the UN reported the forced closure of six schools in Nangarhar 
and the departure of education personnel after receiving threats and intimidation.

Due to the increased risks posed by the conflict, particularly in urban areas, the UN and other civilian 
actors curtailed program activities and temporarily relocated staff from Kunduz, Baghlan, Badakhshan, 
and Faryab Provinces.
. 

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2016-01-30qr.pdf
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Estimate of Government vs. Threat Control by General Campbell, CDRUSFOR-A 
Excerpts from Opening Remarks to HASC Hearing  on February 2, 2016 - I
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• 2015 was fundamentally different than previous years of our campaign…First, Afghanistan’s government 
and security forces have managed multiple transitions in 2015. Second, the US and coalition mission and 
force structure have significantly changed. And third, changing regional dynamics, including evolving 
threats, have presented both challenges and opportunities for our success.

• With that in mind, I would like to address the concerns over what many feel is an overall declining security 
situation in Afghanistan. The situation is more  dynamic than a simple yes or no answer would adequately 
address.

• In fact, as of last week, the units we have on the ground throughout the country report that of the 
407 district centers, 8 (or 2%) are under insurgent control. 

• We assess that another 18 (or 4%) are under what we call insurgent influence. Often, these district 
centers are in remote and sparsely populated areas that security forces are not able to access very 
often in force. 

• Additionally, at any given time there may be up to 94 district centers (around 23%) that we view as 
“at risk.”

• These figures make two clear points: 1) that approximately 70% of the inhabited parts of Afghanistan are 
either under government influence or government control; and 2) the importance of prioritizing Afghan 
resources to ensure key district centers do not fall into insurgent influence or control.

• …Afghanistan is at an inflection point. I believe if we do not make deliberate, measured adjustments, 
2016 is at risk of being no better, and possibly worse, than 2015. To place this in context, I would like to 
emphasize the uniqueness of 2015 and some dynamics I think we should soberly consider as we assess 
our way forward. 

• The enemy has also changed this year. Unlike previous years, the Taliban extended the fighting season, 
and has continued to conduct operations in Helmand, as called for by Taliban leadership. 
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Estimate of Government vs. Threat Control by General Campbell, CDRUSFOR-A 
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• Even so, the Taliban recognize they have no lasting gains to consolidate from last year, and cannot afford 
to cede the limited ground that they do hold. They are also coming out of a year that saw fracturing of 
their organization, loss of legitimacy competition from other insurgent groups, and high casualty rates—
probably their highest in years. 

• As I meet with Afghan soldiers and police, I remind them that the Taliban are not 10 feet tall and bullet 
proof. They face significant challenges and they can be defeated. This fact is often forgotten in prominent 
media reports. The brief notoriety the Taliban gained in Kunduz and Helmand is still overshadowed by the 
significant cost of those efforts, which is compounded by the loss of credibility and unity as enemy 
infighting continues. 

• The Taliban’s public narrative in Afghanistan is waning too. It is not lost on the people of Afghanistan that 
the Taliban are killing Afghans—security forces and innocent civilians alike. Recent public information 
campaigns have also been more forceful, stressing to the public that the Taliban, “…have no plan for the 
development of Afghanistan; they are here to kill you; they are against women; they are against 
education; they are against progress for the nation of Afghanistan.” As these messages resonate, the 
government must show that it is the only viable option for Afghanistan. At the city, district, provincial, and 
national levels, the people of Afghanistan see that the return of the Taliban represents a return to 
brutality, criminality, and oppression. 

• The operating environment is also evolving for the Taliban due to the emergence of other insurgent and 
terrorist groups. One such group is Daesh in Afghanistan, or Islamic State-Khorasan Province (IS-KP). 
Daesh continues to conduct brutal attacks against civilians, and directly competes with the Taliban for 
resources to establish a foothold in the country. They have focused their efforts on establishing a presence 
in Nangarhar and recruiting in other areas. We recently gained the authority to strike Daesh. Since then, 
we have had considerable success in degrading their capabilities. 
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• The Taliban recognize they have no lasting gains to consolidate from last year, and cannot afford to cede 
the limited ground that they do hold. They are also coming out of a year that saw fracturing of their 
organization, loss of legitimacy competition from other insurgent groups, and high casualty rates—
probably their highest in years. 

• As I meet with Afghan soldiers and police, I remind them that the Taliban are not 10 feet tall and bullet 
proof. They face significant challenges and they can be defeated. This fact is often forgotten in prominent 
media reports. The brief notoriety the Taliban gained in Kunduz and Helmand is still overshadowed by the 
significant cost of those efforts, which is compounded by the loss of credibility and unity as enemy 
infighting continues. 

• The Taliban’s public narrative in Afghanistan is waning too. It is not lost on the people of Afghanistan that 
the Taliban are killing Afghans—security forces and innocent civilians alike. Recent public information 
campaigns have also been more forceful, stressing to the public that the Taliban, “…have no plan for the 
development of Afghanistan; they are here to kill you; they are against women; they are against 
education; they are against progress for the nation of Afghanistan.” As these messages resonate, the 
government must show that it is the only viable option for Afghanistan. At the city, district, provincial, and 
national levels, the people of Afghanistan see that the return of the Taliban represents a return to 
brutality, criminality, and oppression. 

• The operating environment is also evolving for the Taliban due to the emergence of other insurgent and 
terrorist groups. One such group is Daesh in Afghanistan, or Islamic State-Khorasan Province (IS-KP). 
Daesh continues to conduct brutal attacks against civilians, and directly competes with the Taliban for 
resources to establish a foothold in the country. They have focused their efforts on establishing a presence 
in Nangarhar and recruiting in other areas. We recently gained the authority to strike Daesh. Since then, 
we have had considerable success in degrading their capabilities. 
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• The rejection of Daesh by local elders, who are working with Afghan security forces, has also slowed the 
enemy’s progress. The strikes have been effective in mitigating their growth. We must maintain constant 
pressure on Daesh and dedicate intelligence resources to prevent strategic surprise. 

• The Taliban has had to adjust this year’s strategy in order to counter the emergence of Daesh and other 
insurgent groups. This dynamic has served as a distraction to the Taliban, resulting in a shift of precious 
resources from fighting the ANDSF to countering opposition groups. More than just consuming resources, 
the in-fighting, and resultant inability to maintain cohesion has also severely damaged the credibility of 
the Taliban’s core narrative of being a strong, united organization. 

• Groups aligned with the Taliban such as al-Qa’eda and the Haqqani Network continue to threaten our 
national security interests. Al-Qa’eda has been significantly weakened, but as evidenced by the recent 
discovery of an al-Qa’eda camp on Afghanistan’s southern border, they are certainly not extinct. The 
Haqqani Network remains the most capable threat to US and Coalition forces, planning and executing the 
most violent high profile attacks in Kabul. 

• These are certainly not “residual threats” that would allow for peaceful transition across Afghanistan. 
Instead, they are persistent threats that are adapting to a changing operational environment. Ultimately, 
the threats Afghanistan faces require our sustained attention and forward presence. 
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In 2015, Anti-Government Elements (Taliban and other armed opposition groups) focused on challenging 
Government control of territory, seizing more district administrative centers and holding them for longer than 
in previous years. They briefly captured Kunduz city, the first provincial capital since the fall of the Taliban 
regime in 2001. 

Anti-Government Elements focused on population centers (cities, towns, and large villages) – simultaneously 
challenging Government control of such centers while carrying out regular, deadly suicide attacks in major 
cities, particularly Kabul. Taliban claimed responsibility for more than half of the suicide and complex attacks 
resulting in civilian casualties.

…The Government struggled to adequately secure and protect territory and populations as the country 
underwent simultaneous political, security and economic transitions. The convergence of the trends above 
combined with these transitions placed civilians increasingly at risk. In 2015, Taliban forces captured 24 
district centers, compared to four in 2014, forcing Afghan security forces to fight on multiple fronts 
simultaneously.

Four of the 24 districts remained under Taliban control at the end of 2015. The losses of Afghan regular forces 
weakened their ability to protect the civilian population, leading to a loss in public confidence in the 
Government.

…Following record battlefield casualties of Afghan security forces (more than 12,000 casualties in 2015)18, 
branches of the Government began arming pro-Government armed groups and supporting “national uprising 
movements” while simultaneously pledging to disarm such groups, raising serious concerns for human rights 
protection in 2016 and beyond. 2015 also bore witness to the operational emergence of more extreme Anti-
Government Elements groups, including Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) or Daesh, that brought with 
it a dangerous and new, though geographically limited, threat to the population.

…The increase in civilian casualties in 2015 was concentrated in two regions, northeastern and central 
Afghanistan. Although certain trends, such as the rise in targeted and deliberate killings of civilians and the 

Afghanistan Annual Report 2015: Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, February 2016, 
http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-annual-report-2015-protection-civilians-armed-conflict-february-2016, February 14, 
2016

http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-annual-report-2015-protection-civilians-armed-conflict-february-2016
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increase in civilian casualties from airstrikes proved consistent across the country, UNAMA documented 
decreased civilian casualties in all other regions. This included a six per cent decrease in the southern region, 
which nonetheless continued to suffer the highest number of civilian casualties followed by the northeastern 
and central regions.

In the northeast, civilian casualties doubled in 2015 compared with 2014, due to repeated fighting in and 
around Kunduz city. Following advances in April and June 2015, on 28 September, Taliban launched an attack 
on and captured Kunduz city, sparking more than two weeks of urban fighting that continued until 13 October, 
when they formally announced their withdrawal from the city and Afghan security forces regained control. 
The vast majority of civilian casualties resulted from ground fighting between Taliban fighters and Afghan 
security forces, although UNAMA documented civilian casualties from targeted or deliberate killings, parallel 
justice punishments and aerial operations, including the United States airstrike on the Médecins Sans 
Frontières (MSF) hospital on 3 October.

In the central region, notably in Kabul city, complex and suicide attacks caused an 18 per cent increase in 
civilian casualties. For example, two suicide attacks in Kabul city on 7 August caused 355 civilian casualties (43 
deaths and 312 injured) - the highest number of civilians killed and injured in one day since UNAMA began 
systematically recording civilian casualties in 2009.

…In the second half of 2015, increased ground fighting across Afghanistan, and the Taliban offensive in Kunduz 
province in September-October 2015 in particular, drove a 60 per cent increase in civilian casualties from 
ground engagements, reversing the per cent decrease in casualties resulting from this tactic documented by 
UNAMA in the first half of the year.

…In 2015, fighting intensified in and around civilian populated areas, with Afghan national security forces 
conducting clearance operations to regain control of population centers and repelling offensives by Anti-
Government Elements. Combined with continued use of explosive weapons in civilian-populated areas, this 
resulted in increasing civilian deaths and injuries attributed to Pro-Government Forces during ground 
engagements.

Afghanistan Annual Report 2015: Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, February 2016, 
http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-annual-report-2015-protection-civilians-armed-conflict-february-2016, February 14, 
2016

http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-annual-report-2015-protection-civilians-armed-conflict-february-2016
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…UNAMA attributed 1,256 civilian casualties (341 deaths and 915 injured) from ground engagements to Pro-
Government Forces - a 40 per cent increase compared to 2014, accounting for 30 per cent of all civilian 
casualties caused by ground engagements.

…The increase in civilian casualties attributed to Pro-Government Forces resulted largely from their use of 
explosive weapons, including artillery, mortars, rockets, recoilless rifles and grenades in civilian populated 
areas. UNAMA observed that 85 per cent of all civilian casualties caused by Pro-Government Forces during 
ground engagements resulted from the use of indirect and explosive weapons during fighting. This amounted 
to a 60 per cent increase compared to 2014.

These findings underscore the critical need for the Government of Afghanistan to put in place robust, practical 
measures to reduce civilian casualties from the use of explosive weapons by Afghan security forces, and 
ensure accountability for those personnel responsible for negligent or intentional harm caused to civilians.

Afghanistan Annual Report 2015: Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, February 2016, 
http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-annual-report-2015-protection-civilians-armed-conflict-february-2016, February 14, 
2016

http://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-annual-report-2015-protection-civilians-armed-conflict-february-2016
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Security Incidents: 2012-2/2016

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php


NATO Resolute Support Mission in May 2016

Source: NATO, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm
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Afghanistan: Shifts in the Threat: Civilian Deaths by Region – 2009-2016

UNAMA, UNHCR, AFGHANISTAN PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS IN ARMED CONFLICT ANNUAL REPORT 2016,
KABUL, AFGHANISTAN FEBURUAY 2017, p 21..
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Afghanistan: UN Estimate of Security Incidents: 11.2012-2/2017

SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, April 30, 2017 https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterly reports/2017-04-30qr.pdf, p. 84. 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2017-04-30qr.pdf
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Afghanistan: DOD Estimate of Enemy Initiated Attacks: 11.2014-11.2016

Department of Defense,, Enhancing Stability and Security in Afghanistan,  December 2016, p. 24 and 26..
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Source: Sudarsan Raghavan, “A year of Taliban gains shows that ‘we haven’t delivered,’ top, Afghan official says,” Washington Post, December 27, 
2015; : Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2016/01/26/the-u-s-was-supposed-to-leave-afghanistan-by-2017-
now-it-might-take-decades/
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According to U.S. statistics, casualties among Afghan security 
forces increased by nearly 30 percent during the first 11 months 
of 2015.

“We have not met the people’s expectations. We haven’t 
delivered,” Abdullah Abdullah, the country’s chief executive, told 
the high-level gathering. “Our forces lack discipline. They lack 
rotation opportunities. We haven’t taken care of our own 
policemen and soldiers. They continue to absorb enormous 
casualties.”

With control of — or a significant presence in — roughly 
30 percent of districts across the nation, according to Western 
and Afghan officials, the Taliban now holds more territory than 
in any year since 2001, when the puritanical Islamists were 
ousted from power after the 9/11 attacks. For now, the top 
American and Afghan priority is preventing Helmand, largely 
secured by U.S. Marines and British forces in 2012, from again 
falling to the insurgency.

As of last month, about 7,000 members of the Afghan security 
forces had been killed this year, with 12,000 injured, a 
26 percent increase over the total number of dead and wounded 
in all of 2014, said a Western official with access to the most 
recent NATO statistics. Attrition rates are soaring. Deserters and 
injured Afghan soldiers say they are fighting a more 
sophisticated and well-armed insurgency than they have seen in 
years.

In the confidential October meeting, Gen. John F. Campbell, the 
commander of U.S. and allied forces in Afghanistan, told his 
Afghan counterparts that he was as guilty as they were of “just 
putting our finger in the dike in Helmand.”

But he was highly critical of Afghan security officials for “not 
managing” their forces in a way that ensured they got enough 
training, and for allowing “breakdowns in discipline” in the ranks. 
“The Taliban are not 10 feet tall,” he said. “You have much more 
equipment than they do. You’re better trained. It’s all about 
leadership and accountability.”

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/afghan-forces-still-battling-taliban-over-southern-district/2015/12/25/e7754e58-aaec-11e5-b596-113f59ee069a_story.html
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Source: SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, April 30, 2016, p. 96

The Kind of Influence Map that Was Never Made Public

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.php
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Threat Financing: Opium Cultivation by District: 2016 

UNOSC, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan Ministry of Counter Narcotics, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2016-Cultivation and Production, December 2016,
https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghanistan_opium_survey_2016_cultivation_production.pdf, p 12.
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Afghanistan: US Forces Afghanistan Estimates of District Control of Taliban: 
November 26, 2016

SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, December 30, 2016, p. 86. 



Conflicting Patterns of Threat Analysis: Afghan Perceptions, Civilian 
Casualties, and Terrorist Incidents

Three further sets of metrics raise serious issues regarding current official DoD reporting on the 
current size of the threat: Popular opinion, civilian casualties, and terrorist incidents

• A 2016 poll by the Asia Foundation is reassuring in that it shows a steady decline in popular 
support for the Taliban and other threat forces – although the survey occurred largely in 
more secure areas under government control. It also showed that those surveyed felt 
threat forces were fighting for power and not for Islam or the Afghan people.

• However, the same survey showed mixed regional perceptions of the increase or decrease 
in the threat during 2015-2016 by region. It also, however, showed a steady increase in fear 
for personal safety, and high overall levels of fear by region. At the same time, it showed 
far more fear of encountering the Taliban and Daesh than of encountering the ANA and 
ANP – although fear of encountering Western forces was surprisingly high.

• UN civilian casualty estimates roughly doubled between 2009-2016, and ground 
engagements have become the primary cause of such casualties.

• Threat forces dominate civilian casualties (61%), but pro-government forces are a rising 
cause (24%) 

• Civilian casualties have risen sharply in many regions since 2009 and have risen to re-surge 
levels in the southern region.

• The number of terrorist incidents reported in the START data base used by the U.S. State 
Department increased by more than four times  between 2011 and the end of 2015. 
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People, December 7, 2016, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people, p. 38. 

http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People, December 7, 2016, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people, p. 18. 

http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People, December 7, 2016, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people, p. 52. 

http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People, December 7, 2016, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people, p. 53. 

http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People, December 7, 2016, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people, p. 42. 

http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People, December 7, 2016, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people, p. 38-40. 

http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people
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Afghanistan: UN Estimate of Civilian Casualties: 2009-2016 

UNAMA, UNHCR, AFGHANISTAN PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS IN ARMED CONFLICT ANNUAL REPORT 2016,
KABUL, AFGHANISTAN FEBURUAY 2017, pp. 3-4.

Between 1 January and 31 December 2016, UNAMA documented 11,418 civilian casualties (3,498 deaths and 
7,920 injured); marking a two per cent decrease in civilian deaths and six per cent increase in civilians injured. 
These figures amount to a three per cent increase in total civilian casualties compared to 2015.5 Since 2009, the 
armed conflict in Afghanistan has claimed the lives of 24,841 civilians and injured 45,347 others.

In 2016, UNAMA documented record numbers of civilian casualties from ground engagements, suicide and 
complex attacks and explosive remnants of war, as well as the highest number of civilian casualties caused by 
aerial operations since 2009.6 Increases in civilian deaths and injuries from these tactics drove the overall three 
per cent rise in civilian casualties, while civilian casualties from improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and targeted 
and deliberate killings decreased.
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Afghanistan: Growing Impact of Ground Engagements

UNAMA, UNHCR, AFGHANISTAN PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS IN ARMED CONFLICT ANNUAL REPORT 2016,
KABUL, AFGHANISTAN FEBURUAY 2017, p 5..
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Afghanistan: Threat Forces Dominate Casualties, But…

UNAMA, UNHCR, AFGHANISTAN PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS IN ARMED CONFLICT ANNUAL REPORT 2016,
KABUL, AFGHANISTAN FEBURUAY 2017, p 6..

UNAMA attributed 61 per cent of civilian deaths and injuries to Anti-Government Elements, (mainly Taliban); 18 24 per cent to Pro-
Government Forces (20 per cent to Afghan national security forces, two per cent to pro-Government armed groups and two per cent to 
international military
forces); 19 and 10 per cent to ground engagements between Anti-Government Elements and Pro-Government Forces in which the 
civilian casualties could not be attributed to one specific party. The remaining five per cent of civilian casualties could not be 
attributed to any party21 and resulted mainly from explosive remnants of war.

AGEs includes the  Haqqani Network, Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, Islamic Jihad Union, Lashkari Tayyiba, Jaysh Muhammed, 
groups that identify as “Daesh ”/Islamic State Khorasan Province and other militia and armed groups pursuing political, ideological or 
economic objectives including armed criminal groups directly engaged in hostile acts on behalf of a party to the conflict
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Afghanistan: Civilian Deaths by Region - II

UNAMA, UNHCR, AFGHANISTAN PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS IN ARMED CONFLICT ANNUAL REPORT 2016,
KABUL, AFGHANISTAN FEBURUAY 2017, p 21..

• Civilian casualties increased in five of Afghanistan’s eight regions in 2016. 

• The armed conflict most affected the southern region, which recorded 2,989 civilian casualties (1,056 
deaths and 1,933 injured), a 17 per cent increase compared to 2015.

• The central region recorded the second highest number of civilian casualties – 2,348 civilian casualties 
(534 deaths and 1,814 injured) – an increase of 34 per cent compared to 2015 due to suicide and 
complex attacks in Kabul city.

• Kabul province recorded 1,758 civilian casualties (376 deaths and 1,382 injured), the most of 
any province in Afghanistan in 2016. 

• The north- eastern and eastern regions experienced a decline in civilian casualties; however, both 
recorded significant numbers – 1,595 civilian casualties (433 deaths and 1,162 injured) in the eastern 
region and 1,270 civilian casualties (382 deaths and 888 injured) in the north-eastern region.

• Civilian casualties in the Eastern region decreased by three per cent compared to 2015, when 
UNAMA recorded 1,647 civilian casualties (484  deaths and 1,163 injured). 

• Civilian casualties in the north-eastern region decreased by 36 per cent compared to 2015 
when UNAMA recorded 1,982 civilian casualties (637 deaths and 1,345 injured)

• UNAMA documented

• 1,362 civilian casualties (384 deaths and 978 injured) in the northern region,

• 903 civilian casualties (340 deaths and 563 injured) in the south-eastern region,

• 836 civilian casualties  (344 deaths and 492 injured) in the western region and 

• 115 civilian casualties (25 deaths and 90 injured) in the central highlands region



Conflicting Patterns of Threat Analysis: Afghan Perceptions, Civilian 
Casualties, and Terrorist Incidents

Three further sets of metrics raise serious issues regarding current official DoD reporting on the 
current size of the threat: Popular opinion, civilian casualties, and terrorist incidents

• A 2016 poll by the Asia Foundation is reassuring in that it shows a steady decline in popular 
support for the Taliban and other threat forces – although the survey occurred largely in 
more secure areas under government control. It also showed that those surveyed felt 
threat forces were fighting for power and not for Islam or the Afghan people.

• However, the same survey showed mixed regional perceptions of the increase or decrease 
in the threat during 2015-2016 by region. It also, however, showed a steady increase in fear 
for personal safety, and high overall levels of fear by region. At the same time, it showed 
far more fear of encountering the Taliban and Daesh than of encountering the ANA and 
ANP – although fear of encountering Western forces was surprisingly high.

• UN civilian casualty estimates roughly doubled between 2009-2016, and ground 
engagements have become the primary cause of such casualties.

• Threat forces dominate civilian casualties (61%), but pro-government forces are a rising 
cause (24%) 

• Civilian casualties have risen sharply in many regions since 2009 and have risen to re-surge 
levels in the southern region.

• The number of terrorist incidents reported in the START data base used by the U.S. State 
Department increased by more than four times  between 2011 and the end of 2015. 

80



81
Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People, December 7, 2016, 
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people, p. 38-40. 

http://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2016-survey-afghan-people
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DoD Summary of New Strategy - I 

Under the new strategy, the United States will continue to support the Afghan government and security 
forces in the fight against the Taliban, al-Qa’ida, ISIS, and other insurgents and terrorists to strengthen 
the Afghan government and prevent the reestablishment of international terrorist safe-havens in 
Afghanistan. A major change from our previous strategy is the shift from a time-based approach to a 
conditions-based one. This shift underscores the U.S. commitment to the continued development of the 
ANDSF, provided that our Afghan partners satisfy their obligations. 

The new policy will increase U.S., NATO, and RS partner support to Afghanistan, while simultaneously 
improving the effects of that support with more tactical-level TAA and combat enablers. More 
importantly, the strategy integrates U.S. military efforts with the State Department’s diplomatic efforts 
to ensure sustainable, enduring outcomes. 

Our efforts will continue to be channeled “by, with, and through” our Afghan partners as part of the TAA 
mission. Importantly, our NATO allies and partners remain dedicated to Afghan security and the RS 
mission. Following the U.S. announcement of the new strategy and the uplift of 3,500 U.S. personnel, 27 
other NATO Allies and partners also collectively increased their personnel contributions. 

The U.S. military mission in Afghanistan will divide its efforts between missions. The majority of U.S. 
personnel will remain dedicated to the NATO RS mission and its TAA undertaking. At the same time, the 
U.S. CT mission will endure. The heaviest burden will continue to be borne by the Afghan people and 
their security forces. Since 2015, the Afghan security forces have been in the lead for the fight against the 
Taliban-led insurgency. Under the new South Asia Strategy, the United States will conduct TAA below the 
corps level in the conventional ANDSF in order to replicate our past success with the Afghan special 
forces. The additional U.S. forces will serve as combat enablers in support of Afghan operations against 
the Taliban. The changes in policy and resources do not signify a return to major ground combat 
operations; rather, these changes optimize the use of U.S. expertise, training, and capabilities in 
Afghanistan. 

DoD Semi-Annual Report to Congress, Enhancing stability and Security in Afghanistan, 1225 Report, December 2017, 
pp. 3-4



DoD Summary of New Strategy - II 

To achieve U.S. objectives and to build upon the gains of the last 16 years, USFOR-A conducts two well-
defined and complementary missions. First, through OFS,3 U.S. forces continue the CT mission against al-
Qa’ida, ISIS-K, and their associates in Afghanistan to prevent their resurgence and any external attacks. 
Second, in partnership with NATO allies and operational partner nations in the Resolute Support mission, 
U.S. forces advise and assist the ANDSF. The United States supports the institutionalization of ANDSF 
gains by conducting functionally-based security force assistance (SFA)4 as part of the NATO-led RS 
mission. U.S. and coalition forces conduct TAA efforts at the ANA corps level, the ANP zone level, and 
with the MoD and the MoI to improve their ability to support and sustain the fighting force. During this 
reporting period, the President authorized the expansion of the TAA mission for conventional ANDSF 
below the corps level. U.S. and coalition forces also conduct TAA missions with the AAF and ASSF at the 
tactical level, underscoring the importance of those two critical capabilities. 

An array of operational authorities govern the conduct of U.S. military personnel engaged in the CT and 
TAA missions in Afghanistan. These authorities address U.S. CT operations and security force assistance 
in support of the ANDSF in their continued fight against the Taliban and other insurgent groups. U.S. 
forces are permitted to TAA the ANDSF – including the ASSF, AAF, and conventional ground forces – from 
the national (ministerial/institutional) to the tactical levels to develop institutional capacity, integrate 
capabilities (e.g., aerial fires, ISR), and improve tactical proficiency. Operational authorities also address 
circumstances in which U.S. forces may use force in support of the CT and TAA missions, including U.S. 
accompaniment and combat enabler support to the ANDSF in support of its fight against the Taliban and 
other insurgent groups. With the recent modification of Operation Freedom’s Sentinel (OFS) Executive 
Order, the United States removed some caveats limiting U.S. fires and close air support to close proximity 
with ANDSF operations. During the period of this report, these authorities helped the ANDSF prevent 
insurgent groups from gaining operational momentum and boosted ANDSF confidence and its offensive 
mindset 

DoD Semi-Annual Report to Congress, Enhancing stability and Security in Afghanistan, 1225 Report, December 2017, 
pp. 3-4
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Shift to Conditions-Based Strategy: US Forces Stay and Increase

SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, April 30, 2018, p. 90. 
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Rise Affects Civilians as Well

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 9. 



NATO Resolute Support Mission in January 2017

Source: NATO, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm



AFCENT Summary: 2012 to 30/6/2017



All Troops Contributing to Resolute Support: November 2017 

DoD Semi-Annual Report to Congress, Enhancing stability and Security in Afghanistan, 1225 Report, December 2017, p. 
8



US Air and UCAV Strikes in Pakistan: 2004-1/2018

Over the last two years, Kurram has become a focus of US counterterrorism strikes within Pakistan. The US has launched 12 such attacks inside Pakistan since Dec. 2016; 
seven of them have occurred inside Kurram, according to data compiled by FDD’s Long War Journal. The last five US strikes have all taken place inside Kurram.
Elements of the Haqqani Network, including Sirajuddin Haqqani, relocated to Kurram in 2014 after the Pakistani military telegraphed a planned operation to root out the 
Movement of the Taliban in Pakistan’s network in North Waziristan. Sirajuddin is the operational commander of the Haqqani Network and serves as one of the Taliban’s two 
deputy emirs as well as its military commander.
For perspective on how much the US has focused in on Kurram, the US launched 389 strikes inside Pakistan from 2004 through 2015 and only five of those occurred in 
Kurram. Instead, more than 95 percent of the 389 strikes inside Pakistan between 2004-2015 took place inside the tribal agencies of North and South Waziristan, which are 
known hotbeds of numerous Taliban groups as well as global jihadist organizations such as al Qaeda.
As a whole, drone strikes in Pakistan have tapered off significantly since the peak of operations against al Qaeda’s leadership and allied jihadist groups in 2010, when 117 
strikes were recorded. In 2015, the US launched only 11 drone attacks. In 2016, there were only three more, including the one that killed Mullah Mansour, the previous emir 
of the Afghan Taliban in May. That strike was the was the final one of 2016 and the last of President Obama’s second term. However, after President Trump took office, the 
number of strikes inside Pakistan increased to eight in 2017.
Bill Roggio, US drone strike inside Pakistan targets ‘Afghan extremist’, Long war Journal, 17.1.18 

https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2016/02/us-drones-target-jihadist-hideouts-in-pakistans-tribal-areas.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/01/us-drone-strike-inside-pakistan-targets-afghan-extremist.php
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SIGAR: US Forces Afghanistan Estimates of District Control of Taliban: 
February 20, 2017 - I

SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, April 30, 2017 https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterly reports/2017-04-30qr.pdf, pp.. 109-113. 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2017-04-30qr.pdf
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SIGAR: US Forces Estimates of District Control of Taliban: February 20, 2017 -
II

• USFOR-A reported that approximately 59.7% of the country’s 407 districts are under Afghan government 
control or influence as of February 20, 

• 2017, a 2.5 percentage-point increase from the 57.2% reported last quarter in mid-November, but a nearly 11 
percentage-point decrease from the same period in 2016. See Figure 3.27 for a historical record of district 
control. 

• The number of districts under insurgent control or influence also increased by four this quarter to 45 districts 
(in 15 provinces) under insurgent control (11) or influence . 

• According to USFOR-A, 11.1% of the country’s total districts are now under insurgent control or influence.

• USFOR-A attributes the loss of government control or influence over territory to the ANDSF’s strategic 
approach to security prioritization, identifying the most important areas that the ANDSF must hold to prevent 
defeat, and placing less emphasis on less vital areas.

• With the increase in both insurgent- and government-controlled districts, the number of contested districts 
(119) dropped by 3.5 percentage points since last quarter, to 29.2% of all districts. It is not clear whether 
these districts are at risk or if neither the insurgency nor the Afghan government maintains significant control 
over these areas, as USFOR-A has previously described.

• Of the 407 districts of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces, 243 districts were under government control (97 districts) 
or influence (146).

• USFOR-A reports an 800,000-person increase in the population under Afghan government control or 
influence this quarter. Last quarter, USFOR-A  remarked that the population under insurgent control or 
influence had  decreased by half a million people from the previous reporting period, to 2.5 million people. 
However, this quarter, they assess that the population  under insurgent control or influence has returned to 3 
million people.

• Of the 32.6 million people living in Afghanistan, USFOR-A determined that the majority, 21.4 million (65.6%), 
live in areas controlled or influenced by the government, while another 8.2 million people (25.2%) live in 
areas that are contested.
SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, April 30, 2017 https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterly reports/2017-04-30qr.pdf, pp.. 85-88. 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2017-04-30qr.pdf
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Afghanistan: Decline in U.S. Aid vs. Rise in Casualties and Conflict Areas

World Bank, Rahimi, Ismail; Redaelli, Silvia, AFGHANISTAN POVERTY STATUS UPDATE. PROGRESS  AT  RISK, World Bank and Islamic 
Republic of Afghanistan, Ministry of Economy, February , 2017, http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/667181493794491292/pdf/114741-
WP-v1-P159553-PUBLIC.pdf.

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/docsearch/author/m901788
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Long War Journal: Estimates of Afghan Taliban Controlled and Contested 
Districts: March 1, 2017

Bill Roggio, “Map of Taliban controlled and contested districts in Afghanistan’,” Google Maps, March 1, 2017. 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=10Qz0dzwDWpj6bkfyWN6qoLIhaaU&ll=33.73028742596195%2C59.147801487657716&z=6

Color Designation

Black Full Control

Red Contested
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Taliban Claims of Its 
Percent of Control

Bill Roggio, “Afghan Taliban lists ‘Percent of Country under the 
control of Mujahideen’,” Long War Journal. March 28, 2017. 
http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2017/03/afghan-
taliban-lists-percent-of-country-under-the-control-of-
mujahideen.php 
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LIG Estimate of Government vs. Threat Control – I:  As of 10/2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 27. 
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LIG Estimate of Government vs. Threat Control – II:  As of 10/2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 19. 

While military commanders expressed cautious optimism about the South Asia strategy 
and its initial impact, few unclassified metrics or benchmarks are available to measure 
clearly the progress of the strategy. On the sole quantifiable metric discussed publicly to 
date–expanding security to 80 percent of the Afghan population by the end of 2019–
Afghanistan made no significant progress in 2017.12 As of November 2017, the Afghan 
government controlled territory in which 64 percent of the population resided, the same as 
the previous quarter, and down from 80 percent in September 2013. In addition, the 
percentage of districts under government control was largely unchanged at the end of 2017 

with the government controlling 56 percent of the country’s 407 districts.
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Danish Overseas Development Institute/SIGAR Estimate of Government vs. 
Threat Control:  March and October 2017

Ashley Jackson, “Life Under Taliban Shadow Government,” ODI, June 2018, p. 9. 

There is no reliable, independent estimate of how much territory the Taliban influences or controls. According to a 
BBC survey in January 2018, the Taliban were ‘openly active’ in 70% of the country’s districts (Sharifi and Adamou, 
2018). The most-cited estimate, from Operation Resolute Support, puts the Afghan government in control of just 
over half of districts in the country in October 2017, down from three-quarters two years previously. Even if this 
modest estimate of Taliban influence is indicative, it leaves nearly half of the country

In March 2017, the Taliban published its own estimate claiming that the Taliban controlled nearly 10% of the 
country’s districts, contested control in 48% and had significant influence in 15% (Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, 
2017).
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DNI Assessments of Afghanistan and Pakistan in 2017
Afghanistan 
The overall situation in Afghanistan will very likely continue to deteriorate, even if international support is 
sustained. Endemic state weaknesses, the government’s political fragility, deficiencies of the Afghan National 
Security Forces (ANSF), Taliban persistence, and regional interference will remain key impediments to 
improvement. Kabul’s political dysfunction and ineffectiveness will almost certainly be the greatest vulnerability 
to stability in 2017. ANSF performance will probably worsen due to a combination of Taliban operations, ANSF 
combat casualties, desertions, poor logistics support, and weak leadership. The ANSF will almost certainly remain 
heavily dependent on foreign military and financial support to sustain themselves and preclude their collapse. 
Although the Taliban was unsuccessful in seizing a provincial capital in 2016, it effectively navigated its second 
leadership transition in two years following the death of its former chief, Mansur, and is likely to make gains in 
2017. The fighting will also continue to threaten US personnel, allies, and partners, particularly in Kabul and urban 
population centers. ISIS’s Khorasan branch (ISIS-K)—which constitutes ISIS’s most significant presence in South 
Asia—will probably remain a low-level developing threat to Afghan stability as well as to US and Western interests 
in the region in 2017.
Pakistan 
Pakistani-based terrorist groups will present a sustained threat to US interests in the region and continue to plan 
and conduct attacks in India and Afghanistan. The threat to the United States and the West from Pakistani-based 
terrorist groups will be persistent but diffuse. Plotting against the US homeland will be conducted on a more 
opportunistic basis or driven by individual members within these groups… Pakistan will probably be able to 
manage its internal security. Anti-Pakistan groups will probably focus more on soft targets. The groups we judge 
will pose the greatest threat to Pakistan’s internal security include Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan, Jamaat ul-Ahrar, al-
Qa’ida in the Indian Subcontinent, ISIS-K, Laskhar-e Jhangvi, and Lashkar-e Jhangvi al-Alami. The emerging China 
Pakistan Economic Corridor will probably offer militants and terrorists additional targets. 
Pakistan’s pursuit of tactical nuclear weapons potentially lowers the threshold for their use. Early deployment 
during a crisis of smaller, more mobile nuclear weapons would increase the amount of time that systems would be 
outside the relative security of a storage site, increasing the risk that a coordinated attack by non-state actors 
might succeed in capturing a complete nuclear weapon. 

DNI, Statement for the Record Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community Senate Select 
Committee on Intelligence, May 11, 2017, pp. 24-25. 
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Director of DIA Assessments of Afghanistan and Pakistan in 2017

Vincent R. Stewart, Lieutenant General, Director, Defense Intelligence Agency, Statement for the Record: Worldwide 
Threat Assessment, Senate Armed Services Committee ,May 23, 2017 

Afghanistan and the Taliban
In South Asia, over the past year Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) responded to Taliban 
pressure on population centers, while sustaining operations against al-Qa’ida and ISIS-Khorasan, which 
helped to restrict ISIS-Khorasan’s territory. Despite some improvements to command and control and 
integration of air capabilities, the ANDSF remains beset by persistent shortfalls in combined arms and 
intelligence integration, as well as overall force generation and sustainment.
In 2017, we believe the ANDSF will incrementally improve its capabilities to challenge the Taliban, but 
military operations will not be decisive. We expect the Taliban to further consolidate control mostly in rural 
terrain and continue to pressure provincial capitals in Helmand, Uruzgan, and Kunduz Provinces.
At the tactical level, we judge the Taliban will keep trying to overrun vulnerable ANDSF positions and 
population centers and will conduct intermittent high-profile attacks in key cities to degrade confidence in 
Afghan government-provided security.
We believe the ANDSF will need to increasingly focus on long-range planning to improve endemic 
institutional deficiencies in leadership, force generation, and sustainment in order to defeat the Taliban. 
Coalition train, advise, and assist efforts in 2017 will be critical to improving the ANDSF’s ability to forestall 
Taliban advances beyond rural areas and in improving ministerial planning and development.

Pakistan
In 2017, Islamabad is likely to slowly shift from traditional counterinsurgency operations along Pakistan’s 
western border to more counterterrorism and paramilitary operations throughout the country, which have 
had some success in reducing violence from militant, sectarian, terrorist, and separatist groups. Anti-
Pakistan groups probably will respond to this sustained pressure by focusing their efforts against soft 
targets. Pakistan’s nuclear stockpile continues to grow. We are concerned that this growth, as well as an 
evolving doctrine and inherent security issues associated with Pakistan’s developing tactical nuclear 
weapons, presents an enduring risk. Islamabad is taking steps to improve its nuclear security and is aware of 
the extremist threat to its program.



DoD Threat Assessment: December 2017 

DoD Semi-Annual Report to Congress, Enhancing stability and Security in Afghanistan, 1225 Report, December 2017, 
pp. 17-18

General Nicholson, Commander of USFOR-A and RS, assesses that the exploitation of ungoverned 
sanctuaries outside of Afghanistan by terrorists and Afghan insurgents remains the single greatest external 
threat to the coalition campaign. External sanctuary continues to hamper efforts to bring Afghan Taliban 
senior leadership to the negotiating table and allows space for terrorist groups like the Haqqani Network to 
plan coordinated operations against U.S. and coalition forces, the ANDSF, and civilians, and enables the 
Afghan Taliban to rest, refit, and regenerate. 

Afghanistan faces a continuing threat from this externally supported insurgency and the highest regional 
concentration of terrorist groups in the world. These pervasive insurgent, terrorist, and criminal networks 
constitute a threat to Afghanistan’s stability. Revenue from drug trafficking, taxation/extortion, illicit 
mining/agriculture, and foreign financial support continues to sustain the insurgency and Afghan criminal 
networks. Additionally, extortion and kidnappings by low-level criminal networks continue. 

The Afghanistan-Pakistan border region remains a sanctuary for various groups, including al-Qa’ida, al-
Qa’ida in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), the Haqqani Network, Lashkar-e-Tayyiba, Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan 
(TTP), ISIS-K, and the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. Sanctuary on the Pakistani side and presence on the 
Afghan side remain security challenges for both countries and pose a threat to regional security and 
stability.

The Afghanistan-Pakistan relationship remains tenuous and leaders from each country have accused the 
other of harboring terrorists and allowing the planning of attacks from their soil. The United States 
continues to encourage both countries to work together to solve common problems, such as border security, 
but deep-rooted mistrust remains a significant barrier to progress. 

Although Pakistani military operations have disrupted some militant sanctuaries, certain extremist groups—
such as the Taliban and the Haqqani Network—retains freedom of movement in Pakistan. The United States 
continues to convey to all levels of Pakistani leadership the importance of taking action against all terrorist 
and extremist groups. 



General Nicholson on Strategy - I : November 2017 

. 
..the subject for today -- is the South Asia strategy, looking at 2017 and ahead to 2018…It is a regional strategy 
in which Afghanistan figures prominently. The key things to take away from the strategy that I'd like to cover 
would be, number one, we are now conditions-based, not time-based. We will be here until the job is done.

The U.S. approach aligns with the NATO approach. And, as I said last time, war is a contest of wills. The 
president has left no doubt in terms of our will to win.

The goal of this strategy is reconciliation, a negotiated settlement which lowers the level of violence. We 
achieve this by applying three forms of pressure on the enemy: first, military pressure, through offensive 
operations and stronger security institutions; second, diplomatic and other forms of pressure on the enablers 
of the Taliban and the Haqqani Network; three, social pressure, in the form of elections over the next two 
years, which, if done credibly, will further enhance the legitimacy of the government in the eyes of the 
people.

…there's a regional dimension to the strategy, to limit interference and seek cooperation with Afghanistan's 
neighbors. We have to realign resources and to execute this strategy well across the whole of the U.S. 
government and, of course, the coalition, if we are to succeed.

…the military effort is necessary but, by itself, not sufficient for success. We must work together with all of 
the parts of the U.S. government and the coalition in order to be successful.

t has been just under a hundred days since the announcement, and we can see the impacts already, 
especially in terms of our adversaries' reactions… we saw two changes to the enemy's strategy over the last 
year. As you know from 2016, they started off trying to seize provincial capitals. They suffered heavily when 
they did so, so they therefore shifted their strategy in 2017 from attempting to seize capitals to a district-
focused strategy.

And then by August, with the losses that they suffered with that approach and the announcement of the U.S. 
policy in September, we saw another enemy shift to a guerrilla-style of warfare, with hit-and-run attacks, 
suicide attacks, et cetera. Each of these shifts represented to us a lowering of ambition by the enemy.

Department of Defense Press Briefing by General Nicholson via teleconference from Kabul, Afghanistan 
Press Operations General John W. Nicholson Jr., commander, Resolute Support and U.S. Forces-Afghanistan, Nov. 28, 2017 
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DoD Semi-Annual Report to Congress, Enhancing stability and Security in Afghanistan, 1225 Report, December 2017, 
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. 
Now, reconciliation will take some time. We'll have to continue to apply the three types of pressure, engage 
within the region and leverage all of the instruments available to meet our goals.

In the face of this pressure, the Taliban cannot win. Their choices are to reconcile, live in irrelevance, or die.

Let me shift now to a little context for 2017. First, the Taliban is not a popular insurgency. The Afghan 
people outright reject them. Up to 90 percent believe that a return to Taliban rule would be bad for the 
country. And notice that I didn't use the word "govern." The Taliban do not govern, they rule through 
force. They impose their rule on the people. And, increasingly, they are primarily interested in making 
money. And they are making more money than they need to operate.

So we believe that the Taliban, in some ways, have evolved into a criminal or narco-insurgency. They are 
fighting to defend their revenue streams. They have increasingly lost whatever ideological anchor they once 
had. They fight to preserve and expand their sources of revenue. This includes narcotics trafficking, illegal 
mining, taxing people throughout Afghanistan, kidnapping and murder-for-hire: all criminal endeavors.

Now, population control remains roughly the same as last year. About 64 percent of the population is 
controlled by the government, about 24 percent live in contested areas, and the Taliban control the remaining 
12 percent. But it's worth bearing in mind that Afghanistan has never had a strong central government. The 
absence of government control doesn't equal Taliban control. It is not a zero-sum equation.

So why did things stay roughly the same through August of this year? Well, we fought most of this year, 
through Aug. 21, at the lowest level of U.S. force and capability, and, therefore, the highest level of risk, in our 
16-year war in Afghanistan. Yet, in spite of that, the Taliban strategy was not successful. It was essentially 
defeated by the Afghans.

After suffering heavy casualties from attempting to take provincial capitals, the Taliban shifted, as I 
mentioned, to districts. And then they shifted, again, to guerrilla-style warfare: suicide attacks, hit-and-run, 
designed to maintain relevance and to inflict casualties, but not to gain and hold new terrain.
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Department of Defense Press Briefing by General Nicholson via teleconference from Kabul, Afghanistan 
Press Operations General John W. Nicholson Jr., commander, Resolute Support and U.S. Forces-Afghanistan, Nov. 28, 2017 

. 
So we're seeing the nature of the Taliban's efforts changing across the board. I mentioned a steady decline in 
the level of ambition. Meanwhile, the Afghan Security Forces have become more capable this year. I want to 
reiterate something that President Ghani often says: The Afghans own the fight, and are proud to. They are 
willing to fight and die for their future, their country, their families. And in so doing, they're not only fighting 
on behalf of themselves, but they are fighting against the terrorists who have threatened our homeland and 
the homelands of our allies as well.

So the Afghan Security Forces went on the offensive this year. This was a result of leadership changes that 
President Ghani made in May, when he changed out five of six corps commanders, as well as a new chief of 
general staff and a new minister of defense. These new leaders led offensive operations, and many times 
throughout the year we held offensive operations in all six corps areas. Absolutely new in the last three 
years; never happened before. These changes in leadership, strengthened and supported by the renewed 
international will and the U.S. policy announcement, have shifted the momentum in their favor.

So did airpower. And thus far in 2017, the U.S. has tripled the amount of air-delivered munitions that we've 
employed. As assets free up from Iraq and Syria and the successful fight against Daesh in that theater, we 
expect to see more assets come to Afghanistan.

So on that subject, I want to take a moment to address the issue of civilian casualties. First, I'd say, we go to 
extraordinary lengths to avoid civilian causalities. We have a rigorous process in place to investigate any 
allegation, from unit plans to aircraft gun tapes, to any interviews, even things that appear in the media. We 
investigate thoroughly every single allegation.

Now, there were allegations of increased CIVCAS by aerial fires produced by UNAMA this year. We have great 
respect for UNAMA, and we work closely with them, but we don't always agree on the figures. And in fact, 
we disagree on some of these numbers regarding aerial casualties. An example of why we would disagree, for 
example, would be an allegation occurs in a particular place at a particular time, we go back and review and 
find that we did not drop a munition on that day in that location, for example. This might be one of the 
reasons that we would disagree.



General Nicholson on Strategy - IV: November 2017 

. 

But -- but increasing, of course, the Afghan's are building better accountability of every place and time that 
they drop a munition, and of course we have almost 100 percent accountability on the U.S. side every time 
we deliver an aerial munition. This would be one of the reasons why we would disagree on the numbers.

Keep in mind that the U.S. tripled its munitions, but the Afghan Air Force has also grown significantly in its 
capability to deliver fire since 2016. We are training their pilots. Their pilots are not only getting better at 
their missions, but also at their reporting…If you look at airpower in relation to what's happening on the 
ground and with the enemy and the enemy's lack of respect for human life -- again even by the UNAMA 
account, 6 percent of CIVCAS were caused by aerial fires. The vast majority of the 8,000 allegations that 
UNAMA has of civilian causalities were caused by the Taliban, Daesh and other anti-government elements.

So the takeaway here is that the Afghans have significantly improved in 2017, again with all six of their corps 
on the offensive simultaneously and the stand-up of the new special operations corps as well; so in effect, 
seven corps on the offensive taking the fight to the enemy. Daesh has been unable to establish a caliphate in 
Afghanistan. This was their ambition two years ago. And we see no evidence of fighters making their way 
from Iraq and Syria to Afghanistan, because they know if they come here they will face death. We've 
isolated them largely from their outside finance and support, and they're having trouble replacing their 
leaders. Nevertheless, they do still recruit locally. These are primarily non-Afghans, some members of 
Islamic Movement Uzbekistan, and many former members of the Pakistani Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan.

Since March, we've conducted about 1,400 ground tactical operations and strikes, removing over 1,600 Daesh 
from the battlefield and reducing over 600 of their structures, facilities, fighting positions, et cetera. And 
again, it is Afghans who are leading the way in this fight against Daesh; Afghan commandos in particular.

Looking ahead to 2018, President Ghani is bringing about a generational change in the leadership of the 
security institutions. In keeping with its new inherent law, the Afghan government has notified over 2,150 
colonels and generals from the Ministry of Defense that they will retire with dignity within the next year. The 
goal here is to shift the leadership of the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Interior from the generation 
of the 1960s to the generation of the 1990s.

Department of Defense Press Briefing by General Nicholson via teleconference from Kabul, Afghanistan 
Press Operations General John W. Nicholson Jr., commander, Resolute Support and U.S. Forces-Afghanistan, Nov. 28, 2017 
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DoD Semi-Annual Report to Congress, Enhancing stability and Security in Afghanistan, 1225 Report, December 2017, pp. 24

The number of reported effective enemy-initiated attacks was low during the winter months and gradually rose as the Taliban 

and the ANDSF increased operations in the spring. The overall level of reported enemy-initiated attacks during this reporting 

period was slightly lower than the same period the previous year. Consistent with the two previous reporting periods and the 

overall trend since the end of the U.S. and NATO combat missions and the transition to OFS and the RS mission, very few 

effective enemy-initiated attacks on coalition or U.S. forces… From June 1 to November 20, 2017, the number of effective 
enemy-initiated attacks were slightly lower than the previous reporting period (December 2016-May 2017); averaging between 
780 per month. 

Note: No 
definition or 
scale of 
numbers
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DoD Semi-Annual Report to Congress, Enhancing stability and Security in Afghanistan, 1225 Report, December 2017, 
pp. 24-25

Direct fire remains by far the largest source of effective enemy-initiated attacks, followed by IED attacks and mine strikes (see Figure 
4). Consistent with trends over the last several years, indirect fire and surface-to-air fire (SAFIRE) remain the least frequent sources of 
effective enemy-initiated attacks. The number of IED attacks and mine strikes has remained relatively steady over the last 18 months. 

Note: No 
definition or 
scale of 
numbers
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LIG Estimate of Government vs. Threat Control - III:  End 2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 26-27. 

Taliban continued to threaten Afghan security forces and civilians by mounting strikes on ANDSF installations and 
launching high-profile attacks in Kabul and other locations. The Taliban attacked Afghan security checkpoints and facilities 
throughout the country, including checkpoints in Farah, Ghazni, and Helmand provinces, and in several other regions. 

These attacks often resulted in multiple casualties for both the ANDSF and the Taliban. The Taliban used these attacks to 
steal equipment that they later used against the ANDSF. As a result, USFOR-A noted in December 2017, the ANDSF had 
moved to consolidate forces in strategic locations, which reduces the vulnerability of ANDSF equipment to attack. However, 
the ongoing vulnerability of ANDSF equipment was particularly apparent this quarter, when Taliban fighters stole ANDSF 
Humvees, filled them with explosives, and then drove the bomb-laden vehicles into police facilities in Paktiya province, 
leaving more than 80 Afghan officers dead. Two days later, the Taliban used similar tactics to attack an ANA base in 
Kandahar province, killing more than 40 The Taliban’s ongoing shift away from large-scale battles to what Resolute Support 
described as “guerilla-style tactics” against ANDSF checkpoints, installations, and convoys was especially notable in 
Helmand province, where U.S. and Afghan forces expanded their campaign against the Taliban. 

As the Taliban experienced pressure in the southern part of the country, it increased its attacks in the western provinces, 
particularly Herat province.74 USFOR-A noted that checkpoint ambushes in Herat were often unsuccessful, causing the 
Taliban to shift its attention to ANDSF convoys travelling through the province. Local media reported that the Taliban 
suffered many casualties during ANDSF offensives against Taliban positions in Herat province. For example, a 10-day 
operation in Herat’s southern Shindand district left as many as 75 Taliban fighters dead. 

Herat and the southern provinces remained important theaters of operations for the Taliban. Taliban fighters operating in 
the south often fused operations with local criminal groups to facilitate movement of personnel, weapons, equipment, and 
narcotics to other provinces. Resolute Support reported this quarter that the primary Taliban objective was “to freely flex 
fighters and resources throughout the region” and to disrupt and repel ANDSF and coalition forces that sought to suppress 
criminal and insurgent activity. 

In the northern provinces, the ANDSF focused operations on clearing and securing territory and transportation routes, 
particularly in the Ghormach district of Badghis province and along Highway 1 (also known as the “Ring Road”). Resolute 
Support reported that the Taliban continued to threaten major roadways and small areas of territory, if only temporarily, 
and conducted small-scale attacks on ANDSF checkpoints. 

This quarter, USFOR-A observed an increase in Taliban procurement and use of commercial scopes for rifles. These rifle 
attachments, which are widely available, have provided the Taliban an advantage over the ANDSF during checkpoint 
attacks, as they enable Taliban fighters to fire more accurately from greater distances and stay out of range of ANDSF return
fire. 
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LIG Estimate of Role of ISIS I:  End 2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 31. 

By the end of the quarter, ISIS-K controlled territory in just 3 of 22 districts of Nangarhar province (Achin, Deh Bella, and 
Pachir wa Agam), down from 9 districts at its peak in November 2015, as shown in Figure 4. In particular, USFOR-A and 
ANDSF routed ISIS-K from Kot district, cutting off a key supply route for ISIS-K fighters and weapons from border districts, 
particularly Achin, to districts in central Nangarhar province. 

The Afghan MoD and Resolute Support reported killing approximately 1,600 ISIS-K fighters in 2017.104 The campaign 
against ISIS-K and the Taliban in Nangarhar province has also been costly for U.S. forces. Of the 15 U.S. forces fatalities in 
2017, 8 occurred in Nangarhar province, though not all deaths were the result. 



111

LIG Estimate of Role of ISIS II:  End 2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, pp. 34-35,31. 

In 2015-2016, ISIS-K eclipsed al Qaeda as the focus of U.S. counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan. Although ISIS has a 
stated goal of carrying out global attacks and forming a caliphate, and ISIS has been either responsible for or the inspiration for 
many attacks in the West, the affiliate ISIS-K is largely focused on violence inside Afghanistan. Despite rumors that ISIS fighters 
have been fleeing Iraq and Syria to join ISIS-K, DoD officials have stated there is no evidence of that. Instead, ISIS-K is filling its 
ranks primarily with Pakistani and Afghan militants who are defecting from other terrorist or insurgent groups. 

…As ISIS-K lost territory in Nangarhar province, General Nicholson cautioned that ISIS-K fighters could regroup and relocate to 
another part of Afghanistan. Over the course of the year, small numbers of self-proclaimed ISIS-K militants appeared in Jowzjan,
Kunar, and other provinces.106 However, these militants may not benefit from the same geographic, social, and security 
advantages that favored rapid ISIS-K growth in Nangarhar province, such as weak government and Taliban control in rural areas, 
deep mountain cave networks, and a long tradition of Salafist ideology and education in the region.

Additionally, it is not clear to what extent the various ISIS-K factions in Afghanistan cooperate with each other. USFOR-A said
ISIS-K might shift its focus from controlling territory to launching more high profile attacks. According to USFOR-A, ISIS-K 
“utilizes easily-procured explosive precursors readily available in Pakistan” and then transfers them to Kabul for attacks.109 
During the quarter, ISIS-K claimed responsibility for several mass-casualty attacks in Kabul, including attacks targeting an 
intelligence training center, a television station, a Shia cultural center, and an Afghan intelligence office near the U.S. 
embassy.110 ISIS-K continued to be able to procure weapons and recruit fighters from outside Afghanistan and it has 
demonstrated an ability to continue attacking Kabul despite growing pressure on its core territory in Nangarhar. General 
Nicholson noted, however, that pressure on ISIS in Iraq and Syria has not resulted in a surge of fighters transiting to Afghanistan.

This quarter, USFOR-A reported that the level of and potential for ISIS-K cooperation with the Taliban remained low. Last 
quarter, an attack in Sar-e Pul province raised concerns that the two groups might join forces, but a subsequent investigation by 
the United Nations found that local militants claimed dual affiliation for local and political purposes, not because the two 
groups were launching joint operations.
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LIG Estimate of Role of Al Qaida:  End 2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 32-33, 34-35. 

Founded in 1988, al Qaeda Core (AQ) carried out a series of spectacular terrorist attacks, culminating in the September 11, 2001
attacks. Counterterrorism operations have killed many high-level members, including founder Osama bin Laden, disrupting the 
organization’s ability to carry out plots against Western targets. AQ has not succeeded in executing audacious attacks since 
2005, which CNA attributed to a combination of successful counterterrorism efforts, the rise of ISIS, and the lackluster 
leadership of bin Laden’s replacement, Ayman al Zawahiri. CNA reported that while “far-flung franchisees” operate outside of 
AQ’s control and its brand has become increasingly “toxic,” it has still provided theological and ideological inspiration and
strategic and operational guidance to affiliates in nearly two dozen countries. While AQ has been severely degraded, the group 
has been able to replenish its ranks and remain tightly knit, and has proven to be “resilient, agile, and tenacious.

Al Qaeda and its affiliate, al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent retain a limited presence in Afghanistan (see page 32). USFOR-A 
assessed that “the safe haven support that Afghan-based AQ members likely receive from other [violent extremist 
organizations] is probably the greatest obstacle to eliminating their presence in Afghanistan.” 

During the quarter, ANDSF and coalition forces conducted operations against al Qaeda in Ghazni, Zabul, and Paktiya provinces,
resulting in the deaths of several al Qaeda fighters. An operation in Ghazni province killed Omar Khateb, who Afghan 
intelligence and U.S. officials described as the most senior al Qaeda leader killed since October 2016.

Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) was founded in 2014 as a conglomerate of groups operating in Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan. However, the group may be “more about the appearance of expansion” in reaction to the AQ’s 
split with ISIS than about actual expansion. AQ members are involved in AQIS’s leadership and provide guidance to AQIS. The 
group’s largest attack was a failed attempt to hijack a Pakistani warship in 2014. Otherwise, AQIS has mainly carried out low-
level attacks since its formation, such as hit-and-run assassinations of scholars, bloggers, social activists, and authors. While 
AQIS goals align with AQ’s, CNA described AQIS as the “weakest and least active” al Qaeda affiliate and said that it poses “little 
if any threat to the United States.”

Experts contend, however, that al Qaeda remains the predominant threat to the United States. Despite the fact that the United
States went to war in Afghanistan in 2001 to eliminate al Qaeda and affiliated groups and supporters, 16 years later, the group 
still has a presence in the country.126 According to estimates, there are 50-200 al Qaeda militants in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
While their capability to plan and carry out attacks along the lines of 9/11 has been substantially degraded, the threat is not 
eliminated. 

Experts state that al Qaeda has been able to exploit the rise of ISIS-K to rebuild and rebrand itself as a more “moderate” 
terrorist group. It has also lowered its profile and deepened ties with the Taliban according to analysts, and it continues to focus 
on a “long game.”



Patterns in U.S. Air Strikes: 2012-2017

The U.S. conducted 455 airstrikes in December 2017, an average of 15 a day, compared with just 65 the year before. Even in December 2012, when there were nearly 100,000 U.S. troops in 
Afghanistan, barely 200 strikes took place. All told, 2,000 airstrikes were carried out between August and December of last year, nearly as many as in all of 2015 and 2016 combined.
Max Bearak, “A new U.S. air blitz in Afghanistan isn’t stopping for winter. But will it stop the Taliban?,” Washington Post,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/a-new-us-air-blitz-in-afghanistan-isnt-stopping-for-winter-but-will-it-stop-the-taliban/2018/01/16/c9bb874c-f4cd-11e7-9af7-
a50bc3300042_story.html

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/a-new-us-air-blitz-in-afghanistan-isnt-stopping-for-winter-but-will-it-stop-the-taliban/2018/01/16/c9bb874c-f4cd-11e7-9af7-a50bc3300042_story.html
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2017: A Survey of the Afghan People, November 14, 2017, 
https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/, p. 59.

https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2017: A Survey of the Afghan People, November 14, 2017, 
https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/, p. 58.

https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2017: A Survey of the Afghan People, November 14, 2017, 
https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/, p. 43

https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/
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LIG Estimate of U.S. Air trends: 2015-Q1/2018The U.S. Air Forces Central Command (AFCENT), which publishes a monthly report
on sorties and weapons releases by U.S. military aircraft in Afghanistan, reported 1,296 close air support sorties in Afghanistan
during the quarter, 407 of which involved at least 1 weapon release.130 Close air support refers to “air action by fixed-wing and
rotary-wing aircraft that are in close proximity to friendly forces, and requires detailed integration of each air mission with the
fire and movement of those forces.”131 While the tempo of close air support sorties—with or without a weapon release—grew
slightly in recent quarters, the number of reported numbers of weapons released increased substantially. AFCENT reports that
U.S. forces released 1,460 weapons in the first quarter of 2018, a four-fold increase from 1 year ago. As U.S. support of ANDSF
ground operations increases under the new strategy, and as more advisors deploy with Afghan units, the number of close air
support missions is likely to grow.

US Air Role: 2015-Q1/2018

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 36. 



122

BBC: January 2018 – III

Source: BBC, 31/1/2018;  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42863116

Taliban fighters, whom US-led forces spent billions of dollars trying to defeat, are now openly active in 70% of Afghanistan, a BBC 
study has found.

Months of research across the country shows that the Taliban now control or threaten much more territory than when foreign 
combat troops left in 2014.

The Afghan government played down the report, saying it controls most areas.

But recent attacks claimed by Taliban and Islamic State group militants have killed scores in Kabul and elsewhere. 

Afghan officials and US President Donald Trump have responded by ruling out any talks with the Taliban. Last year Mr Trump 
announced the US military would stay in the country indefinitely.

The BBC research also suggests that IS is more active in Afghanistan than ever before, although it remains far less powerful than 
the Taliban. 

How much territory do the Taliban control?

The BBC study shows the Taliban are now in full control of 14 districts (that's 4% of the country) and have an active and open 
physical presence in a further 263 (66%), significantly higher than previous estimates of Taliban strength.

About 15 million people - half the population - are living in areas that are either controlled by the Taliban or where the Taliban are 
openly present and regularly mount attacks. 

"When I leave home, I'm uncertain whether I will come back alive," said one man, Sardar, in Shindand, a western district that 
suffers weekly attacks. "Explosions, terror and the Taliban are part of our daily life."

The extent to which the Taliban have pushed beyond their traditional southern stronghold into eastern, western and northern 
parts of the country is clearly visible from the BBC study. 

Areas that have fallen to the Taliban since 2014 include places in Helmand province like Sangin, Musa Qala and Nad-e Ali, which 
foreign forces fought and died to bring under government control after US-led troops had driven the Taliban from power in 2001. 
More than 450 British troops died in Helmand between 2001 and 2014.

In the areas defined as having an active and open Taliban presence, the militants conduct frequent attacks against Afghan 
government positions. These range from large organised group strikes on military bases to sporadic single attacks and ambushes 
against military convoys and police checkpoints. 
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BBC: January 2018 – IV

Source: BBC, 31/1/2018;  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42863116

During the research period, the BBC study found 122 districts (just over 30% of the country) did not have an open Taliban presence. 
These areas are ranked as under government control, but that does not mean they were free of violence. 

Kabul and other major cities, for example, suffered major attacks - launched from adjacent areas, or by sleeper cells - during the 
research period, as well as before and after.

The BBC's research has been reviewed by the Kabul-based Afghanistan Analysts Network, which has been reporting on Afghanistan 
since 2009.

Co-Director Kate Clark said: "Such a well-researched investigation into the Afghan war is rare and very welcome. The findings are 
shocking, but unfortunately not surprising - they ring true as an accurate mapping of the extent of the conflict. 

"But it is disturbing to realise that each bit of orange shading on the map translates into lives lost and damaged." 

In 2016, Afghan civilian casualties hit a new high - a rise attributed by the UN largely to the Taliban 

Violence has soared since international combat troops left Afghanistan three years ago. 

More than 8,500 civilians were killed or injured in the first three-quarters of 2017, according to the UN. Final figures for the year 
are awaited. The vast majority of Afghans die in insurgent violence but civilians often suffer as the military, with US backing, fights 
back, both on the ground and from the air.

Although much of the violence goes unreported, big attacks in the cities tend to make the headlines. Such attacks are occurring 
with greater frequency and the Afghan security forces appear unable to stop them.

During the research period, gunmen stormed the headquarters of Kabul's Shamshad TV, leaving one staff member dead and 20 
wounded. IS said it carried out the attack. There were other attacks in Kandahar, Herat and Jalalabad.

In the last 10 days of January three attacks left the capital reeling, with more than 130 people dead. Last May, Kabul experienced 
the deadliest single militant attack since 2001.

How much territory does the government say it controls?

Presented with the BBC's findings, President Ashraf Ghani's spokesman Shah Hussain Murtazavi said: "In some districts areas may 
change hands. But if you look at the situation this year [2017/18] the activities of the Taliban and IS have been considerably 
curtailed. 

https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/more-violent-more-widespread-trends-in-afghan-security-in-2017/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-38878818
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BBC: January 2018 – V

Source: BBC, 31/1/2018;  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42863116

"The Afghan security forces have won the war in the villages. It is no longer possible for the militants to take control of a province, 
a major district or a highway. There's no doubt that they have changed the nature of the war and are launching attacks on Kabul,
targeting mosques and bazaars."

He added: "My understanding is that the BBC report is influenced by conversations with people who may have experienced some 
kind of incident maybe for an hour in one day. But the activities and services provided by our local administrations across the 
districts show that the government is in control in the absolute majority of districts - except for a handful where the Taliban are 
present."

However, in an acknowledgement of how far security has deteriorated, President Trump agreed last year to deploy 3,000 more 
soldiers, taking the size of the US force in Afghanistan to about 14,000. 

On the eve of the publication of the BBC study, the US military denied trying to prevent a government watchdog from disclosing 
the amount of Afghan territory believed to be under the control of the Taliban. In its latest report the Special Inspector General for 
Afghanistan Reconstruction (Sigar) had said it found the move troubling. 

Meanwhile, there is no prospect of an end to the conflict and a new generation of Afghans live in the shadow of violence. 

"My kids are not safe outside the family home so I don't let them out," said Pahlawan, a Kabul carpet seller with 13 children. 

"They are basically under house arrest. I have built them a school in my warehouse. Their world is walls and carpets. Although we 
are in Kabul, it's like raising them in a jungle." 

https://www.sigar.mil/quarterlyreports/index.aspx?SSR=6
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Source: BBC, 31/1/2018;  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42863116



The Rising Role of ISK

SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, July 30, 2017 https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterly reports/2017-04-30qr.pdf, p. 77. 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2017-04-30qr.pdf
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Source: BBC, 31/1/2018;  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42863116
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Source: UNAMA, Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, 3/6/2018, i–ii; 1/2010, p. 35; 2/11/2009, pp. 4–5; and 8/2015

The Secretary-General of the United Nations (UN) reported in late February that the security situation in Afghanistan remained 
highly unstable as conflict between the government and insurgents continued throughout the country and high-profile attacks 
in urban centers increased. The UN reported 23,744 security incidents during 2017, the most ever recorded, but only a 
negligible increase from 2016. 

Armed clashes continued to cause the most security incidents (63% of incidents), roughly on par with 2016, followed by 
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and air strikes. The UN said that the 950 air strikes recorded in 2017 represented a nearly 
68% increase compared with the same period in 2016, though the U.S. Air Force’s figure (4,361 strikes during 1,248 missions) is 
significantly higher. Notably, suicide attacks increased by 50%, and targeted killings and abductions increased by 6% compared 
with 2016. 

The eastern and southern regions of Afghanistan continued to experience the highest number of security incidents in 2017, 
comprising 55% of the total.99 USFOR-A commented that the uptick in security incidents in 2017 was partially the result of 
increased military and police activity compared to 2016. From December 15, 2017, to February 15, 2018, the UN recorded 3,521 
security incidents, a 6% decrease compared to the same period last year….this is an average of 55.9 incidents per day, a nearly 
three incident-per-day decrease compared to the same period last year (58.6), but nearly four incidents per day higher than the 
same period two years ago (52.1). This quarter’s figure remains considerably lower than the daily average of 64.1 incidents over
the last three years.

…The UN noted the spike in high-casualty attacks in urban areas over the reporting period, in particular two high-profile 
complex attacks and a large vehicle bombing in Kabul….Despite the uptick in violence in the cities, the winter season saw a 
decline in the number of direct Taliban attacks throughout the country, with the Taliban failing to seize any provincial capitals or 
district centers during the reporting period. Afghan and international officials attributed this to the intensified air-strike 
campaign by Coalition and Afghan forces and more night raids by Afghan special forces.

Still, the insurgency continued to place pressure on Afghan forces, with coordinated attacks against ANDSF checkpoints in 
Helmand, Kandahar, Nimroz, Kunduz, Ghazni, and Farah Provinces. These attacks did not result in significant territorial gains for 
the insurgency, but inflicted casualties on the ANDSF and allowed insurgents to capture their weaponry and logistical supplies. 
As was the case throughout 2017, the Taliban continued to control some of Afghanistan’s more remote territories.

The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) documented 10,453 civilian casualties from January 1, 2017, 
through December 31, 2017, an overall decrease of 9% compared to 2016 and the first year-on-year decrease since 2012. The 
casualties included 3,438 deaths.
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Source: UNAMA, Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, 3/6/2018, i–ii; 1/2010, p. 35; 2/11/2009, pp. 4–5; and 8/2015.

UNAMA also reported a very slight increase in civilian casualties recorded from January 1 through March 31, 2018, compared to
the same period in2017. UNAMA remarked that civilian casualties remain at the high levels recorded during the first quarter of 
the last two years: there were 2,258 casualties (763 deaths and 1,495 injuries) in the first quarter of this year, 2,255 over the 
same period in 2017, and 2,268 in 2016. In a change from previous years, suicide IEDs and complex attacks were the leading 
cause of civilian casualties thus far in 2018 (33% of casualties), followed by ground engagements (30%) and non-suicide IEDs 
(12%). 

During the first quarter of 2018, UNAMA “note[d] with concern” that the number of civilian casualties caused by anti-
government elements had increased significantly. Anti-government elements caused 67% of civilian casualties, a 6% increase 
from the same period last year. Of these, 50%were attributed to Taliban, 11% to IS-K, 4% to unidentified anti-governmental 
elements (including self-proclaimed IS-K), and 2% to fighting between antigovernmentgroups. Anti-government attacks which 
deliberately targeted civilians accounted for 39% of all civilian casualties, more than double last year’s recorded Pro-
government forces caused 18% of all civilian casualties in the first three months of 2018, a 13% reduction when compared to 
the sameperiod in 2017. 

Of these, 11% were attributed to the ANDSF, 2% to international military forces, 4% to undetermined pro-government forces, 
and1% to pro-government armed groups. Also notable was that civilian casualties from ground engagements decreased by 15%, 
and child casualties (583, including 155 deaths and 428 injuries) decreased by 23% compared to last year.

.
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Dan Coats, Director of National Intelligence, Testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, “Worldwide Threats,” 3/6/2018

Afghanistan 

The overall situation in Afghanistan probably will deteriorate modestly this year in the face of 
persistent political instability, sustained attacks by the Taliban-led insurgency, unsteady Afghan 
National Security Forces (ANSF) performance, and chronic financial shortfalls. 

The National Unity Government probably will struggle to hold long-delayed parliamentary elections, 
currently scheduled for July 2018, and to prepare for a presidential election in 2019. The ANSF probably 
will maintain control of most major population centers with coalition force support, but the intensity 
and geographic scope of Taliban activities will put those centers under continued strain. Afghanistan’s 
economic growth will stagnate at around 2.5 percent per year, and Kabul will remain reliant on 
international donors for the great majority of its funding well beyond 2018. 

Pakistan 

Pakistan will continue to threaten US interests by deploying new nuclear weapons capabilities, 
maintaining its ties to militants, restricting counterterrorism cooperation, and drawing closer to China. 

Militant groups supported by Islamabad will continue to take advantage of their safe haven in Pakistan 
to plan and conduct attacks in India and Afghanistan, including against US interests. Pakistan’s 
perception of its eroding position relative to India, reinforced by endemic economic weakness and 
domestic security issues, almost certainly will exacerbate long-held fears of isolation and drive 
Islamabad’s pursuit of actions that run counter to US goals for the region. 
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Robert Ashley, Lieutenant General, U.S. Army, Director, Defense Intelligence Agency , Testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, “Worldwide Threats,” 
3/6/2018

Afghanistan

In South Asia during the past year, Afghan national defense and security forces (ANDSF) protected 
major population centers and denied the Taliban strategic gains while combating ISIS-Khorasan. ISIS-
Khorasan intends to expand ISIS’s self-declared caliphate and compete with the Taliban for recognition 
as the dominant militant group in the region. Although degraded, al-Qa’ida in the Indian Subcontinent, 
which represents al-Qa’ida’s primary geographic and ideological presence in South Asia, has retained 
the intent and limited capability to threaten coalition and Afghan forces and interests in the region.

We assess that the ANDSF will build on incremental successes from the previous year by developing 
additional offensive capabilities and setting conditions for major military operations. We expect the 
Taliban to threaten Afghan stability and undermine public confidence by conducting intermittent high-
profile attacks in urban areas, increasing influence in rural terrain, threatening district centers, and 
challenging vulnerable ANDSF locations. Rural areas will remain contested between the Taliban and 
the ANDSF over the next year as the Taliban consolidates control in these areas and attempts to 
pressure provincial capitals, predominantly in the south and northwest.

The ANDSF will almost certainly need to focus on increasing its fighting capability, improving its 
leadership development and unity of command, and countering corruption to further develop a 
sustainable security solution in Afghanistan that would compel the Taliban to seek negotiations to end 
the conflict. Continued coalition airstrikes as well as train, advise, and assist efforts this year will 
remain critical enablers to improving the ANDSF’s ability to forestall Taliban advances beyond rural 
areas and in extending security and governance.

Pakistan 

Islamabad is likely to proceed with its counterinsurgency operations and border management efforts 
along its western border while sustaining counterterrorism and paramilitary operations throughout the 
country. These efforts have had some success in reducing violence from militant, sectarian, terrorist, 
and separatist groups, but Pakistan will look to the United States and the Afghan government for 
support against anti-Pakistan fighters in Afghanistan.
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Jim Garamone, Dunford Encouraged by Afghan, Coalition Efforts in Afghanistan, DoD News, Defense Media Activity, March 23, 2018

Marine Corps Gen. Joe Dunford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,…told reporters traveling with him that 
…the advisory effort is already having an effect with the Afghans being able to leverage coalition air and 
ground fires and also being able to integrate coalition fires with Afghan fires. “Their ability at the tactical level 
to conduct combined arms [operations] in conjunction with maneuver will be significantly improved by the 
advisory effort….As I reflected on the last 18 to 24 months,” Dunford said, “it really was the Afghan special 
security forces, with our special operations advisors, that have actually bought the time and space that allows 
us to implement the South Asia strategy.”

The current U.S. and coalition campaign in Afghanistan “is not another year of the same thing we’ve been 
doing for 17 years,” Dunford said.Through 2013, he said, U.S. forces were in the lead in Afghanistan. In June 
2013, Afghan forces took the lead in terms of authority and responsibility. That began a coalition drawdown 
from 140,000 troops in the country to 28,000 by the end of 2014.

The number of coalition forces in the country further dropped to “8,000 and we weren’t able to deliver an 
advisory effort at the right leve,” Dunford believes the right levels of resources now back the strategy, and this 
should bring new capabilities, boost confidence and build momentum in Afghanistan. This should bring 
pressure to bear on the Taliban to stop fighting and give them the incentive to reintegrate with the Afghan 
population and, more broadly, to seek some political process in Afghanistan for peace.“With the conditions-
based strategy now, the Taliban is looking at perpetual war that they cannot win” 

The chairman said he is optimistic about the military campaign this year because of the growing capabilities of 
the Afghan air force and the expertise with which the Afghans are integrating the capabilities into their battle 
plans.The campaign this summer is designed to help the government secure more of the country to enable 
citizens to vote in legislative elections this fall and in presidential elections in 2019. The Afghan government 
would like to expand government control so more of the population can participate.

Security of the elections and a reduction in casualties among Afghan forces are two metrics the chairman said 
he will examine moving forward.
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Jim Garamone, Dunford Encouraged by Afghan, Coalition Efforts in Afghanistan, DoD News, Defense Media Activity, March 23, 2018

“I would expect to see a reduction in the casualties experienced by the Afghan forces as a result of their ability 
to integrate combined arms and their ability to cooperate across the pillars of security.

The chairman said he expects the United States to play a role in reconciliation efforts between the Afghan 
government and the Taliban. “Our strategy for South Asia includes reconciliation as one of the end states,” he 
said. “It’s our objective as well as the Afghans.”.. Having a reintegration process for those Taliban willing to 
make peace, he said, will support the longer-term goal of reconciliation. “They are related….What we expect to 
see now is a formal reintegration program supported by the Afghans, the United States and the coalition.”

The character of the fight is different at every Training Advise Assist Command in the country, and advisors are 
going to have to adapt their advice to the needs of the Afghan forces they are based with, the chairman said.

At Tactical Base Gamberi in the eastern part of the country, advisors work with the Afghan 201st Corps. The 
battle plan is well-developed and leaders expect deliberate operations to wrest area from the Taliban.

In the Train Advice Assist Command – Southwest region, the Afghans control central Helmand province’s 
population centers. The overall province is a very rural area and the fighting is really over denying the Taliban 
the resources from drugs.

Well-Trained Advisors

“We sent over these well-trained, experienced, hand-selected advisors and now they have to adapt to the 
environment they are in and what the Afghans need,” Dunford said.

The key in Afghanistan is to bring political pressure, social pressure and military pressure to bear on the Taliban 
to convince them they cannot win on the battlefield, the chairman said. “What is the impact on the Taliban’s 
will to fight as they increasingly look up in the sky and it’s no longer coalition aircraft -- it’s Afghan aircraft? 
When they see the pillars of security are cooperating? When they realize that the forces giving them the 
toughest times are doubling in size?... Am I focused on doing all those things simultaneously? Yes. That’s my 
message going back home and that’s what [Defense Secretary James N. Mattis] came back with as well. We 
have the military elements in place. Let’s make sure we are equally focused on the other elements of the 
strategy.”
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Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 32-33, 34-35. 

Army Brig. Gen Michael R. Fenzel, the chief of plans for the Resolute Support mission here, said Afghan security forces are a 
force in being. They do have problems, but they are being addressed, he said. The Afghans’ capabilities today are something he 
could only imagine during earlier deployments to the country, he added.

It goes beyond purely military aspects, Fenzel said, as the Afghan government is moving against corruption and nepotism and 
the government is working to replace older, less professional military officers with better-trained and younger ones.

South Asia Strategy

President Donald J. Trump’s South Asia Strategy unveiled in August also played a large part, the general said, as America’s 
commitment to the Afghan theater is not time constrained now, and more advisors working at different levels with increased 
permissions.

“I won’t purport to speak for the Taliban, but I have to imagine that their big plans to march on Kabul as we left, and now they
see us with no time line, additional commitments, overwhelming commitment of enablers that comes with this shift of the 
main effort from Iraq and Syria to Afghanistan, and they are seeing it on the ground. … It’s got to be demoralizing from the 
Taliban’s perspective,” Fenzel said in an interview with reporters traveling with Marine Corps Gen. Joe Dunford, the chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Some 88 percent of the Afghan population does not support the Taliban, Fenzel said. “You look where they are now as we enter 
this fighting season,” he said. “We are more capable as an advisory force than we’ve ever been before, and the Afghan fighting 
forces are more effective than they have ever been before.

“I have to wonder if they don’t say to themselves, ‘Perhaps now is as good as it is going to get for reconciliation,’” he continued. 
“That is our end state: getting to the negotiating table so we can realize peace.”

Ghani is open to negotiations, but he, the Afghan forces and the coalition will continue pressure against the Taliban to help
them make the right decision for the country.

Army Maj. Gen. Christopher F. Bentley, senior advisor to the ministry of defense at U.S. Forces Afghanistan, has five tours in 
Afghanistan, beginning in 2001. This is Afghanistan’s struggle, he said, noting that Ghani and his national unity government 
have defined the road map for the country. Though he and Army Gen. John M. Nicholson, the commander of the Resolute 
Support mission and of U.S. forces in Afghanistan helped to define the scope, he emphasized that success is an Afghan goal.

Bentley said the South Asia Strategy has caused many changes in Afghanistan. The biggest effect of the announcement was the 
realization among government leaders and the Afghan population that “America’s not leaving,” he said. 

https://www.rs.nato.int/about-us/leadership/resolute-support-headquarters/rsm-commander.aspx
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Jim Garamone, Officials Note Progress in Afghanistan, Difficulty for Taliban, DoD News, Defense Media Activity, March 20, 2018

That changed the calculus in the country, he added, with government leaders and forces taking new heart and the Taliban 
realizing they could not just “wait out” the NATO mission. Taliban leaders realized that “they need to get in the arena or get left 
behind,” Bentley said.

Security in Kabul is High Priority

Security in Afghanistan’s capital of Kabul is front and center this year, Bentley said, as the nation also readies for elections. 
Whenever the election is, he added, the security situation will be such that it can happen. 

Kabul is a growing challenge. In 2001, its population was around 1.2 million. It is now more than 5 million. The capital is the 
economic heartbeat of the country, and Afghan forces must provide for the safety of the citizens. “The security piece has been 
redefined over the last 90 days to better incorporate a holistic national defense infrastructure,” Bentley said. 

Recent attacks in Kabul – as horrific as they are – are not military, he noted -- they are terrorism, pure and simple. The Taliban 
cannot challenge Afghan forces in pitched battles, he said, and certainly cannot do so in Kabul. That is why they have reverted 
to attacks on civilian, soft targets, he explained. 

Still, he added, these attacks draw the attention of the world.

“Every event that happens in Kabul, whether we define it as tactical or not, has a strategic implication,” he said. “We must allow 
for a secure Kabul that allows for the social and economic growth of its citizens.”
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Source: Asia Foundation, Afghanistan in 2017: A Survey of the Afghan People, November 14, 2017, 
https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/, p. 43-44.

https://asiafoundation.org/publication/afghanistan-2017-survey-afghan-people/


Methodology of FDD Long-War Journal Estimate of Taliban 
Control in Afghanistan

Mapping Taliban Control in Afghanistan, Created by Bill Roggio & Alexandra Gutowski

Description: For nearly two decades the government of Afghanistan, with the help of U.S. and coalition forces, has been battling for control of the 
country against the ever-present threat of the Afghan Taliban. FDD’s Long War Journal has been tracking the Taliban’s attempts to gain control of 
territory since NATO ended its military mission in Afghanistan and switched to an “advise and assist” role in June 2014. Districts have been retaken (by 
both sides) only to be lost shortly thereafter, largely resulting in the conflict’s current relative stalemate. However, since the U.S. drawdown of peak 
forces in 2011, the Taliban has unquestionably been resurgent.

Methodology: The primary data and research behind this are based on open-source information, such as press reports and information provided by 
government agencies and the Taliban. This is a living map that LWJ frequently updates as verifiable research is conducted to support control changes. 
Any “Unconfirmed” district colored orange has some level of claim-of-control made by the Taliban, but either has not yet been—or can not be—
independently verified by LWJ research. A “Contested” district may mean that the government may be in control of the district center, but little else, 
and the Taliban controls large areas or all of the areas outside of the district center. A “Controlled” district may mean the Taliban is openly administering 
a district, providing services and security, and also running the local courts.

Beginning in Jan. 2018, LWJ incorporated district-level data provided by the Special Investigator General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, which is based 
on assessments by Resolute Support, NATO’s command in Afghanistan. 

Resolute Support/SIGAR has five assessment levels: insurgent controlled, insurgent influenced, contested, government influenced, and government 
controlled. LWJ does not maintain an “influenced” assessment for the districts, and simply has three assessment levels: insurgent controlled, contested, 
and government controlled.

LWJ considers the influenced assessment to equate to contested. The reasoning is that if the Taliban wield influence in, say 30% or 70% of a district, the 
end result is the same. Neither the government, nor the Taliban, fully control the district, and it is therefor contested.

LWJ uses the following methodology to reconcile SIGAR/Resolute Support’s information with LWJ’s data:

– If RS/SIGAR assessment of a district matches LWJ’s assessment, there are no changes.

– If RS/SIGAR identifies a district as Insurgent Controlled and LWJ identifies as contested, then LWJ assesses the district as Insurgent Controlled (based 
on review of available information).

– If RS/SIGAR identifies a district as Insurgent Influenced and LWJ determines it to be Contested, LWJ assesses the district as Contested.

– If RS/SIGAR identifies a district as Contested and LWJ has no determination, LWJ accepts RS/SIGAR’s assessment and identifies the district Contested.

-If RS/SIGAR identifies a district as GIRoA Influenced, and LWJ has information there is significant Taliban activity in the district (frequent attacks on 
police and military, attacks on the district center or military bases, closing schools, etc.), then LWJ assesses the district as Contested.

– If RS/SIGAR identified a district as GIRoA Influenced, and LWJ cannot see evidence of Taliban activity, LWJ assesses the district as GIRoA Controlled.



Lead Inspector General, March 31, 2018 - I

During the first 3 months of 2018, U.S. and Afghan forces battled with the Taliban for control of territory. U.S. military commanders highlighted progress of 
Afghan forces but the Taliban and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria-Khorasan (ISIS-K) also launched a series of deadly attacks in Kabul and across the 
country. 

General John Nicholson, Jr., Commander of Resolute Support and Commander of U.S. Forces-Afghanistan (USFOR-A) said this quarter that U.S. and Afghan 
forces were gaining momentum through the new South Asia strategy, and that the Taliban was shifting to “guerilla tactics and suicide attacks” because it 
was no longer able to carry out large attacks to seize cities or districts.1 However, suicide attacks and bombings in Kabul and across Afghanistan resulted in 
hundreds of civilian casualties, and raised concerns among Afghans about whether the government can secure the country.2

Kabul experienced at least ten separate attacks carried out by either the Taliban or ISIS-K during this quarter. For example, a Taliban attack on the Kabul 
Intercontinental Hotel resulted in at least 40 fatalities, including 4 Americans. In another attack, Taliban militants packed an ambulance with explosives and 
detonated it at a checkpoint in the center of the city, killing at least 100 people. The Taliban and ISIS-K also bombed mosques and cultural centers, and tried 
to strike government offices and international missions in Kabul.3 As a result of the growing insecurity in Kabul in recent years, U.S. officials are increasingly 
traveling around the city by air to avoid suicide attacks on the streets.4

In response to this quarter’s attacks in Kabul, General Nicholson stated that securing the capital has become his “main effort” and the number one priority 
for Resolute Support and the Afghan government. “The Taliban is in the city,” he stated, adding that there are facilitation networks in Kabul that must be 
eliminated.5 The Afghan government and Resolute Support began implementing new security measures in Kabul after the devastating truck bombing on 
May 31, 2017, and Resolute Support is working with the Afghan government to expand those measures and to conduct raids on suspected safe houses in 
the city.6

Minimal Progress toward Securing the Population 

One of the few publicly releasable metrics on progress in Afghanistan, the percentage of the population living in areas under the control or influence of the 
Afghan government showed little positive change this quarter. U.S. and Afghan officials have stated that one goal is to increase the percentage of the 
Afghan population living in areas under government control or influence to 80 percent by the end of 2019.7 Resolute Support described the 80 percent goal 
as a “possible tipping point” that would leave the Taliban with “no choice but to reconcile or surrender entirely.”8 That goal and the analytical basis behind 
it will be explored in detail in this report.

In the meantime, as of January 31, 2018, 65 percent of the population lived in areas under government control or influence compared to 64 percent last 
quarter. The Taliban maintained control or influence of 12 percent of the population, the same as the previous quarter. Meanwhile, the Afghan government 
gained control or influence over 2 districts 

(increasing to 229 out of 407 districts), the Taliban seized control of 1 additional district during the quarter (increasing to 59, and a new high of 14.5 
percent), and 119 districts were contested.9 

In addition, the United Nations Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) reported that the number of civilian casualties during the first 3 months of 2018 was 
similar to casualty rates during the same period in 2016 and 2017.10 This indicates that while USFOR-A said that Afghan forces were improving and taking 
the fight to the Taliban, the Afghan people may not be experiencing improved security 

Source: Lead Inspector General Report to U.S. Congress, January 1, 2018-March 31, 2018, 
https://www.google.com/search?q=Lead+Inspector+General+report+on+Afghanistan&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-8&client=firefox-b-1
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Applying Pressure on the Taliban 

U.S. commanders have stated publicly that under the South Asia strategy, the United States is applying three forms of pressure on the Taliban to convince 
the group that it cannot win and must reconcile. The first is military. The second is diplomatic, which primarily involves pressuring Pakistan to eliminate safe 
haven for the Taliban. The third is social pressure, which commanders and officials describe as holding legitimate elections, and explored in detail on page 
21.15 

During this quarter there was little publicly available evidence that the actions to increase pressure on the Taliban were having a significant impact. 
Militarily, the ANDSF and U.S. forces continued air strikes and ground operations, but did not gain a significant amount of territory. On the diplomatic front, 
despite suspending between $1.5 billion and $2.0 billion in planned security aid to Pakistan, that country did not take any significant action to eliminate 
terrorist safe havens.16 Third, Afghanistan’s Independent Election Commission postponed the parliamentary elections from July to October.17 

Yet both the Taliban and Afghan government indicated a desire to negotiate. Afghan President Ashraf Ghani offered the Taliban the opportunity to enter 
into a reconciliation process with no preconditions. The international community affirmed in multiple conferences that it supported a reconciliation process 
between the Taliban and the Afghan government.18 The Taliban published a letter to the American people calling on them to pressure Congress and the 
Trump administration to change U.S. policy toward Afghanistan, remove U.S. troops, and pursue peaceful dialogue with the Taliban.19 However, at the 
close of the quarter, the Taliban had given no indication of any change in its position that it would not negotiate with the Afghan government and would 
accept the Afghan government’s offer to begin a reconciliation process.

…Few Public Measures of Progress 

Since the announcement of the South Asia strategy in August 2017, the Lead IG agencies have asked Resolute Support and United States Forces-Afghanistan 
(USFOR-A) for the metrics they use to measure U.S. and Afghan forces’ progress toward meeting the goals of the strategy.11 In the meantime, the DoD OIG 
continues to evaluate two metrics that have been publicly released and discussed by USFOR-A officials: progress toward reconciliation and the percentage 
of the Afghan population living in areas under government control. 

Previous Lead IG quarterly reports have discussed the Kabul Compact, a non-binding set of internal benchmarks that the Afghan government has set for 
itself in the areas of security; economic development and cooperation; good governance and anti-corruption; and peace and reconciliation. The hundreds of 
Compact benchmarks largely measure process steps and do not provide a direct measure of whether security or governance is improving in Afghanistan. 
USFOR-A uses an additional set of milestones, linked to the Kabul Compact and illustrated in trackers shown … to measure ANDSF progress toward 
institutional capacity goals. 

Measuring progress toward reconciliation is difficult. There were a few significant events during the quarter: 1) an open letter from the Taliban calling on 
the American people to urge the Trump administration to withdraw its troops and engage in peaceful dialogue; 2) a multi-national conference in Kabul in 
support of a peace process (the Taliban did not participate); 3) President Ghani’s offer to the Taliban; and 4) an international conference in Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan that called for direct talks between the Taliban and the Afghan government. It is not clear how much progress these developments actually 
signify considering that no talks have taken place, and the parties have not agreed to a framework for talks. 

Compared with 2017, when the United Nations reported that there was no discernible progress toward a peace process, during this quarter both the 
Afghan government and the Taliban were at least willing to discuss reconciliation in public. However, longstanding differences in their negotiating positions 
raise questions about how the peace process would even begin…
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LITTLE PROGRESS ON MEASURES OF POPULATION SECURITY 

A second metric often used to measure progress in the conflict is the percentage of population in areas under the control or influence of the Afghan 
government as well as the percentage of districts under its control or influence. Resolute Support reports these data to U.S. oversight agencies on a 
regular basis. 

As shown in Figure 1, approximately 65 percent of the Afghan population lived in areas under government control or influence, according to a 
January 2018 USFOR-A assessment, while 23 percent lived in areas that are contested, and 12 percent lived in areas under insurgent control or 
influence.17 The Taliban has slowly increased the share of population in areas it controls or influences since OFS began, climbing from 9 percent in 
August 2016 when the government’s share was at a high point of 69 percent.18 

The same assessment determined that 56 percent of Afghanistan’s 407 districts are under Afghan government control or influence, while 29 
percent are contested, and 14 percent are under insurgent control or influence. During the quarter, the government gained control or influence of 
2 districts (increasing to 229 out of 407 districts), the Taliban seized control of 1 additional district during the quarter (increasing to 59, and a new 
high of 14.5 percent), and 119 districts were contested.19

Source: Lead Inspector General Report to U.S. Congress, January 1, 2018-March 31, 2018, 
https://www.google.com/search?q=Lead+Inspector+General+report+on+Afghanistan&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-8&client=firefox-b-1
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EXAMINING A POSSIBLE TIPPING POINT 

Resolute Support and Afghan officials have stated that a primary goal of the ANDSF Road Map (see page 33) is to increase the percentage of the 
population living in areas of government control to 80 percent by the end of 2019. According to Resolute Support, “securing 80 percent of the 
population represents a possible tipping point at which the Taliban [has] no choice but to reconcile or surrender entirely, and any level of violence 
they create would be able to be handled by [ANDSF] without external support.” 20 

According to Resolute Support, the Coalition arrived at the 80 percent target based on an analysis of the Naxalite insurgency in India, a rural Maoist 
movement that launched a revolt in 1967 to overthrow India’s “feudal” system.21 The insurgency expanded and contracted several times and 
peaked in the mid-2000s. While largely contained today, Naxalite militias are still active in India.22 However, Resolute Support did not provide 
evidence that the Indian government contained the Naxalite insurgency by controlling 80 percent of the population, nor was the DoD OIG able to 
find sources that supported that conclusion.23 

In addition, there are many differences between the Naxalites and the Taliban that raise questions about the utility of the comparison between the 
insurgencies in Afghanistan and India. Unlike the Taliban, which according to polling data frequently cited by USFOR-A, benefits from limited 
popular support in Afghanistan,24 the Naxalites, as a communist movement, had strong public support from rural laborers.25 Also, Pakistan 
provides the Taliban safe haven, while the Naxalites did not receive significant external support or safe haven. Research shows that it is easier to 
defeat an insurgency that has domestic popular support than one that has external backing and enablement.26 

Moreover, given that India is a far larger and more economically advanced country with a bigger and stronger military than Afghanistan, it is not 
clear how much of a guide India’s response to the Naxalite insurgency can provide for Afghanistan.27 Not only does the Naxalite insurgency 
provide, at best, questionable evidence for a “tipping point” at 80 percent of population under government control in Afghanistan, the history of 
control in Afghanistan itself provides little evidence that 80 percent would result in such a tipping point. As our previous Lead IG report stated, U.S. 
officials reported in 2013 that 80 percent of the Afghan population was living under government control or influence. But at that point, the Taliban 
not only did not reconcile or surrender—it continued to fight and expand its territorial control in Afghanistan.28 

USFOR-A stated in response to a draft version of this report that Resolute Support characterized the 80 percent goal as “just one criterion used to 
measure success,” and that the headquarters has long included other measures.29 

LIMITATIONS ON POPLULATION ASSESSMENTS 

In addition, population and district control assessments have many limitations. First, Resolute Support uses a subjective methodology to assess 
district control, which is in turn translated into measures of population and territorial control. According to Resolute Support, district control is 
assessed at the Train, Advise, and Assist Command/Task Force level by evaluating several factors: 1) governance, 2) security, 3) infrastructure, 4) 
economy, and 5) communication. USFOR-A uses information on ANDSF operations, “feedback from the Afghan population,” and other sources of 
available information to make a subjective assessment about who controls or influences the population.

Source: Lead Inspector General Report to U.S. Congress, January 1, 2018-March 31, 2018, 
https://www.google.com/search?q=Lead+Inspector+General+report+on+Afghanistan&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-
8&client=firefox-b-1
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Second, an assessment that a district is “under government control” does not mean it is secure and free from violence. Kabul, for example, is under 
government control, yet, as previously mentioned, frequent violence results in hundreds of deaths in the capital each year. This leaves many 
residents living in fear and has also led the international community to significantly limit its movements in the city. In the past, U.S. and 
international military personnel would routinely drive around Kabul. Currently, to limit exposure to security threats on local roads, U.S. personnel 
generally use helicopters for routine movements between Coalition sites, including even to travel the short distance from Resolute Support 
headquarters to the Kabul International Airport. As a result, while Kabul remains under government control, the security posture of Resolute 
Support and the international community is further evidence of the continuing security threat in the capital.31 

Third, the district control assessments use population data that is several years old. For this quarter’s assessment, USFOR-A used population data 
from the Oak Ridge National Laboratory’s LandScan 2015 dataset.32 The LandScan dataset uses spatial data and imagery analysis and is the 
community standard for global population distribution. While the dataset is from 2015, USFOR-A stated that, “without a current census of 
Afghanistan’s population, LandScan is the best population estimate available.”33 Use of outdated information for quarter-to-quarter assessments 
of population control may fail to capture the rapid migration of rural residents to Afghanistan’s urban centers. Some residents migrate for 
economic or family reasons, while others are internally displaced persons whose move may be temporary. The UN’s Displacement Tracking System 
reports that there were more than 54,000 newly displaced persons in Afghanistan this quarter. Many of the displaced individuals moved from 
unstable rural areas to provincial capitals and Kabul.34

As a result, Resolute Support may be under-calculating the percentage of population under government control by using outdated information. 
Moreover, if rural residents are moving to more secure population centers to flee violence, an increase in population under government control 
might not so much reflect an expansion of security by the ANDSF as it would serve as an indication of ongoing violence in rural areas–which is why it 
is important to also track district control to provide greater context. 

There may be an increase in people fleeing to more secure population centers throughout 2018. Under the ANDSF Road Map, in 2018 the plan is 
for Afghan security forces to “Seize the Initiative” and to conduct offensive operations to retake ground from the Taliban. As the ANDSF push into 
areas that are under Taliban control and currently seeing little or no combat, offensive operations could drive out local populations. As was seen in 
Iraq, offensive operations to clear territory can often result in displacing populations (if they have not already fled) and can also lead to civilian 
casualties

Source: Lead Inspector General Report to U.S. Congress, January 1, 2018-March 31, 2018, 
https://www.google.com/search?q=Lead+Inspector+General+report+on+Afghanistan&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-
8&client=firefox-b-1
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District Control and Population Concentration Levels in Afghanistan, as of 
1/2018



FDD Long-War Journal Estimate of Taliban Control in 
Afghanistan – I : Estimate of 11/1/2018

The data and research behind this map are entirely open-source. This is a living map that FDD’s Long War Journal frequently updates as verifiable research is conducted to support control changes. 
Any “Unconfirmed” district colored orange has some level of claim-of-control made by the Taliban, but either has not yet been—or can not be— independently verified by FDD’s Long War Journal 
research. A “Contested” district means that the government may be in control of the district center, but little else, and the Taliban controls large areas or all of the areas outside of the district center. 
A “Control” district means the Taliban is openly administering a district, providing services and security, and also running the local courts.
Source: FDD Long War Journal, Accessed January 11, 2018, https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan. 

https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan


FDD Long-War Journal Estimate of Taliban Control in 
Afghanistan II: Estimate of 17/5/2018

The data and research behind this map are entirely open-source. This is a living map that FDD’s Long War Journal frequently updates as verifiable research is conducted to support control changes. 
Any “Unconfirmed” district colored orange has some level of claim-of-control made by the Taliban, but either has not yet been—or can not be— independently verified by FDD’s Long War Journal 
research. A “Contested” district means that the government may be in control of the district center, but little else, and the Taliban controls large areas or all of the areas outside of the district center. 
A “Control” district means the Taliban is openly administering a district, providing services and security, and also running the local courts.
Source: FDD Long War Journal, Accessed January 11, 2018, https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan. 

https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan


FDD Long-War Journal Estimate of Taliban Control in 
Afghanistan II: Estimate of 21/6/2018

The data and research behind this map are entirely open-source. This is a living map that FDD’s Long War Journal frequently updates as verifiable research is conducted to support control changes. 
Any “Unconfirmed” district colored orange has some level of claim-of-control made by the Taliban, but either has not yet been—or can not be— independently verified by FDD’s Long War Journal 
research. A “Contested” district means that the government may be in control of the district center, but little else, and the Taliban controls large areas or all of the areas outside of the district center. 
A “Control” district means the Taliban is openly administering a district, providing services and security, and also running the local courts.
Source: FDD Long War Journal, Accessed June 22, 2018, https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan. 



FDD Long-War Journal Estimate of Taliban Control in 
Afghanistan II: Estimate of 9/8/2018

The data and research behind this map are entirely open-source. This is a living map that FDD’s Long War Journal frequently updates as verifiable research is conducted to support control changes. 
Any “Unconfirmed” district colored orange has some level of claim-of-control made by the Taliban, but either has not yet been—or can not be— independently verified by FDD’s Long War Journal 
research. A “Contested” district means that the government may be in control of the district center, but little else, and the Taliban controls large areas or all of the areas outside of the district center. 
A “Control” district means the Taliban is openly administering a district, providing services and security, and also running the local courts.
Source: FDD Long War Journal, Accessed June 22, 2018, https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan. 
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SIGAR: Area Control Trends as of April 2018

SIGAR, Report to Congress, April 30 2018

This quarter (!Q2018), the Afghan government made some modest improvements to its control of districts, 
population, and land area. As of January 31, 2018, roughly 65% of the population (21.2 million of an 
estimated 32.5 million total) lived in areas under Afghan government control or influence, up one percentage 
point since last quarter. The insurgency continued to control or influence areas where 12% of the population 
lived (3.9 million people), unchanged from last quarter, while the population living in contested areas (7.4 
million people) decreased to roughly 23%, about a one percentage-point decline since last quarter.

This quarter’s population-control figures show a slight deterioration from the same period last year, when the 
Afghan government controlled or influenced 65.6% of the population and the insurgency only 9.2%.120 The 
goal of the Afghan government is to control or influence territory in which 80% of the population (26 million 
people) live within the next year and a half. 

Since SIGAR began receiving population-control data in August 2016, Afghan government control has 
decreased by roughly four percentage points, and the overall trend for the insurgency is rising control over the 
population (from9% in August 2016 to 12% in January 2018)…Using Afghanistan’s 407 districts as the unit of 
assessment, as of January 31, 2018, 229 districts were under Afghan government control (73 districts) or 
influence (156)—an increase of two districts under government influence since last quarter. This brings 
Afghan government control or influence to 56.3% of Afghanistan’s total districts. 

There were 59 districts under insurgent control (13) or influence (46), an increase of one district under 
insurgent influence since last quarter. Therefore, 14.5% of the country’s total districts are now under 
insurgent control or influence,only a slight increase from last quarter, but a more than three percentage point 
increase from the same period in 2016. 

The remaining 119 districts (29.2%) are contested—controlled by neither the Afghan government nor the 
insurgency. …the Afghan government’s control of districts is at its second lowest level, and the insurgency’s at 
its highest level, since SIGAR began receiving district control data… the Afghan government’s control of 
districts is at its second lowest level, and the insurgency’s at its highest level, since SIGAR began receiving 
district control data in November 2015 
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SIGAR - I: Lower Estimate of 
Threat Control of Districts in Early 2017: 11/2015-2/2017

SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, April 30, 2017 https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterly reports/2017-04-30qr.pdf, pp.. 87. 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2017-04-30qr.pdf


SIGAR- Assessment in 7/30/2018 Report

8/20/2018 150SIGAR, Quarterly Reports to Congress, May 2018, p. 87 and July 2018, pp. 67-68.
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SIGAR: Estimate of 
Threat Control and Influence in May 2018

SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, July 30, 2018,  p.71



SIGAR- II: Higher Estimate Threat  Estimate of Control for Same 
Periods in 4/2018: 1/2016-5/2018
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SIGAR, Quarterly 
Report to Congress, 
May 2018, p. 89

SIGAR, Quarterly Reports to Congress, May 2018, p. 87 and July 2018, pp. 67-68.



Definition of Control Metrics

8/20/2018 153

SIGAR, Quarterly 
Report to Congress, 
May 2018, p. 89
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FDD Long-War Journal on New Estimates of Taliban 
Control in SIGAR Report , July 31, 2018 - I

Resolute Support invents new terms to obfuscate Taliban control

By Bill Roggio & Alexandra Gutowski | July 31, 2018 | Bill@gmail.com | 

The number of contested districts in Afghanistan has risen, according to the quarterly report released today by the 

Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR). Resolute Support, NATO’s command in Afghanistan, 

meanwhile continues to soft-pedal the security situation and invent new classifications for the status of districts.

Although Afghan forces succeeded in denying the Taliban insurgency control of new districts, the government forces also 

failed to control more districts themselves. The stalemate undermines confidence in the government and its legitimacy 

which ultimately favors the insurgent.

Afghan security forces “failed to improve its control over Afghanistan’s districts, population, and territory since last 

quarter: instead, district and territorial control became slightly more contested between the government and the 

insurgency,” SIGAR noted. The assessment uses data provided by Resolute Support. In Resolute Support’s district-level 

assessment, four districts fell out of government influence: Khash Rod, Nimroz; Nahri Sarraj, Helmand; Surkh Rod, 

Nangahar; and Washer, Helmand. The security situation in Hesark, Nangahar also declined from Contested to Insurgent 

Activity, according to the military’s assessment.

In this release, Resolute Support continues to invent new terminology to obfuscate the extent of Taliban control in 

Afghanistan. The military reclassified 11 districts as “High Insurgent Activity.” While this is a more accurate description 

than “Insurgent Activity,” as these districts were previously classified, it is still an understatement. The Taliban controls

these districts, according to the ongoing study by FDD’s Long War Journal, in addition to many others that Resolute 

Support refers to as Insurgent Activity and even Contested.

Of the 40 districts that LWJ assesses as Taliban controlled, Resolute Support classifies 11 as High Insurgent Activity, 14 

as Insurgent Activity, and 15 as merely Contested.

Resolute Support classified the following districts as High Insurgent Activity: Warduj and Yamgan (Girwan) in 

Badakhshan; Nawa in Ghazni; Kohistanat in Sar-i-Pul; Baghran, Dishu, Musa Qala, Nowzad, Nawa, and Reg

(Khanashin) in Helmand.

.

https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/07/sigar-report.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/author/109
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2018-07-30qr.pdf
https://www.longwarjournal.org/#facebook
https://www.longwarjournal.org/#twitter
https://www.longwarjournal.org/#email
https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.longwarjournal.org%2Farchives%2F2018%2F07%2Fsigar-report.php%3Futm_source%3Dfeedburner%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3DFeed%253A%2BLongWarJournalSiteWide%2B%2528FDD%2527s%2BLong%2BWar%2BJournal%2BUpdate%2529&title=Resolute%20Support%20invents%20new%20terms%20to%20obfuscate%20Taliban%20control%20%7C%20FDD%27s%20Long%20War%20Journal


FDD Long-War Journal on New DoD Estimates of 
Taliban Control in SIGAR Report, July 31, 2018 – II 

The classification of “High Insurgent Activity” obscures the fact that the Taliban controls these districts and gives the 

impression that the Taliban merely operates there. Baghran in Helmand has been under Taliban control since the US 

invasion in 2001; it has never fallen under the control of the Afghan government. The other four districts are clearly under 

Taliban control. Nawa in Ghazni has been under Taliban control since 2014. Wåarduj and Yamagan have been under 

Taliban control for well over two years. Kohistanat has changed hands multiple times and is currently controlled by the 

Taliban.

In some instances, Resolute Support’s assessment is blatantly incorrect. For example, the military maintains that the 

Afghan government controls Ghazni City, the capital of the eponymous province, despite clear evidence of Taliban 

influence. Waza Khwa in Paktika is listed as contested, however the district has been firmly under Taliban control since 

2016.

These deceptive assessments of the Afghan government’s progress and territorial control mislead the American public 

and policymakers about the state of play in Afghanistan. Without a clear-eyed view of the Taliban’s strength and 

disposition, the United States cannot advance security in the country.

The report highlighted the recent deployment of the Army’s new train and advice unit, the Security Force Assistance 

Brigade (SFAB). SIGAR describes the SFABs as “customized, well-resourced problem solvers that tackle the various 

ANDSF force elements’ issues individually as they arise.” SIGAR noted a few potential issues, particularly with the 

“evolving mission” of the unit. First, the new unit may be prioritizing security in the capital over reform throughout the 

country. SIGAR reported that SFAB teams were redeployed from contested areas, like Kandahar, to Kabul City in an 

effort to secure the capital following a series of major attacks. SIGAR also noted that despite hopes that the SFAB 

advisor teams would be deployed to advise “rank-and-file” ANDSF that have previously lacked exposure to Coalition 

advisers, the SFAB units have focused on higher-level decision makers.

Bill Roggio is a Senior Fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies and the Editor of FDD's Long War Journal. 

Alexandra Gutowski is a military affairs analyst at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies

.

https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/05/taliban-activity-in-ghazni-city-highlights-deteriorating-security-in-afghanistan.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/01/sfab.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/#facebook
https://www.longwarjournal.org/#twitter
https://www.longwarjournal.org/#email
https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.longwarjournal.org%2Farchives%2F2018%2F07%2Fsigar-report.php%3Futm_source%3Dfeedburner%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3DFeed%253A%2BLongWarJournalSiteWide%2B%2528FDD%2527s%2BLong%2BWar%2BJournal%2BUpdate%2529&title=Resolute%20Support%20invents%20new%20terms%20to%20obfuscate%20Taliban%20control%20%7C%20FDD%27s%20Long%20War%20Journal
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UN Count of Average Daily Security Incidents: 11/2014-5/2018
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AFCENT Summary: 2013 to 30/6/2018



NATO Resolute Support Mission in July 2018

Source: NATO, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_8189.htm
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US Estimate of Civilian Casualties 2007-2017



Figure 40: Civilian Deaths in Terrorist Insurgencies: Afghanistan

Source: UNAMA, https://unama.unmissions.org/afghanistan-10000-civilian-casualties-2017-un-report-suicide-
attacks-and-ieds-caused-high-number, February 15, 2018

https://unama.unmissions.org/afghanistan-10000-civilian-casualties-2017-un-report-suicide-attacks-and-ieds-caused-high-number


8/20/2018 166
UNAMA, REPORTS ON THE PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS IN ARMED CONFLICT
2017 Annual Report, 2/2018,  https://unama.unmissions.org/protection-of-civilians-reports, p. 7.

UN Estimate of Civilian Casualties by Region: 2007-2017

https://unama.unmissions.org/protection-of-civilians-reports
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UN Estimate of Civilian Ground  Casualties by Region: 2007-2017

https://unama.unmissions.org/protection-of-civilians-reports
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civilian-deaths-conflict-mid-year-point-latest-unama-update.

UN Estimate of Civilian Ground  Casualties by Region: First Six 
Months: 2009-2018
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UN Analysis of Casualty Trends: 15/7/18 - I
Latest figures released today by the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) 
show continuing record high casualty rates being inflicted on the Afghan civilian 
population by the warring parties. Covering the period 1 January to 30 June 2018, 
findings include the killing of more civilians in the first six months of this year – 1,692 
deaths – than at any comparable time over the last ten years since records have 
been kept.
UNAMA renews its call on parties to the conflict to increase efforts to protect the 
civilian population and encourages parties to work towards reaching a peaceful 
settlement. 
UNAMA’s latest update documents 5,122 civilian casualties (1,692 deaths and 3,430 
injured) - a three per cent overall decrease from last year – with civilian deaths up by 
one per cent, the most recorded in the same time period, since UNAMA began 
systematic documentation of civilian casualties in 2009. The number of civilians 
injured decreased by five per cent.
Civilian casualty figures remain at record highs despite the unprecedented unilateral 
ceasefires by Government and Taliban that occurred over the three-day period 15-
17 June 2018. Aside from casualties resulting from two Daesh/Islamic State-
Khorasan Province (ISKP)-claimed suicide attacks in Nangarhar during the ceasefires, 
UNAMA documented almost no other civilian casualties during the break in fighting.
“The brief ceasefire demonstrated that the fighting can be stopped and that Afghan 
civilians no longer need to bear the brunt of the war,” said Tadamichi Yamamoto, 
the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan. “We urge parties 
to seize all opportunities to find a peaceful settlement – this is the best way that 
they can protect all civilians,” said Yamamoto, who is also head of UNAMA.
The use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in attacks by Anti-Government 
Elements remained the leading cause of civilian casualties. The combined use of 
suicide and non-suicide IEDs caused nearly half of all civilian casualties. Continuing 
trends first documented last year by UNAMA, the majority of IED casualties were 
caused by suicide and complex attacks, which again were responsible for record high 
civilian casualties, resulting in 1,413 civilian casualties (427 deaths and 986 injured), 

a 22 per cent increase.
UNAMA attributed 52 per cent of civilian casualties from suicide and 
complex attacks to Daesh/ISKP, mainly in Kabul and Nangarhar province. 
The Taliban were responsible for 40 per cent, the remainder were 
attributed to unidentified Anti-Government Elements.
Ground engagements were the second leading cause of civilian casualties, 
followed by targeted and deliberate killings, aerial operations, and explosive 
remnants of war. Civilians living in the provinces of Kabul, Nangarhar, 
Faryab, Helmand and Kandahar were most impacted by the conflict.

While the mission documented decreases in civilian casualties from some incident 
types, notably an 18 per cent reduction in casualties caused by ground 
engagements, UNAMA documented a disturbing increase in the number of civilian 
casualties from suicide and complex attacks by Anti-Government Elements, with 
more than half attributed to Daesh/ISKP. The mission also documented a sharp 
increase in civilian casualties from aerial attacks by Pro-Government Forces.
The armed conflict caused 544 women casualties (157 deaths and 387 injured), with 
almost half from ground engagements. While overall women casualties decreased 
by 15 per cent compared to the same period in 2017, women casualties remain a 
matter of grave concern.
UNAMA recorded 1,355 child casualties (363 deaths and 992 injured), a 15 per cent 
drop compared to the same period in 2017. Though UNAMA recorded decreases in 
child casualties from explosive remnants of war, 89 per cent of civilian casualties 
from explosive remnants of war were children.
“UNAMA continued to document the toxic consequences of this conflict, with 
Afghan boys and girls killed, maimed, sexually assaulted, abused, recruited and used 
by parties to the conflict,” said Danielle Bell, UNAMA’s Human Rights Chief. “Conflict 
related violence continued to erode the rights of children to education, healthcare, 
freedom of movement and other fundamental rights, as well as family life, playing 
outdoors and simply enjoying a childhood free of the brutal effects of war,” said 
Bell.
The mission is concerned by the emerging trend of targeting of education facilities 
by Anti-Government Elements as a reaction to operations by Pro-Government 
Forces. In Nangarhar province alone, through the month of June, the mission 
recorded 13 related incidents attributed to Daesh/ISKP.
UNAMA recorded 341 civilian casualties (117 deaths and 224 injured) from election-
related violence. Such violence began with the start of voter registration on 14 April, 
after which UNAMA documented attacks on tazkira (national ID) distribution centres
and voter registration sites, as well as election-related personnel, through the use of 
IEDs, suicide attacks and targeted killings.
UNAMA is concerned that the number of civilian casualties attributed to Anti-
Government Elements continued at record high levels, including increased civilian 
casualties from attacks targeting civilians. Anti-Government Elements caused 3,413 
civilian casualties (1,127 deaths and 2,286 injured). UNAMA attributed 67 per cent 
of all civilian casualties to Anti-Government Elements, with 42 per cent attributed to 
the Taliban, 18 per cent to Daesh/ISKP, and seven per cent to unidentified others.
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UN Analysis of Casualty Trends: 15/7/18 - II

The continued use of indiscriminate and unlawful pressure-plate IEDs by Anti-
Government Elements caused 314 civilian casualties (114 deaths and 200 injured), 
mostly attributed to the Taliban. This represents a 43 per cent reduction compared 
to the same period last year. The mission also recorded a 23 per cent decrease in 
civilian casualties caused by Anti-Government Elements (mainly Taliban) during 
ground engagements. UNAMA has engaged in extensive advocacy efforts with 
parties to the conflict on civilian casualties caused by pressure-plate IEDs and 
ground engagements over the past several years.
UNAMA attributed 1,047 civilian casualties to Pro-Government Forces, 
approximately the same as during the corresponding period in 2017. Pro-
Government Forces caused 20 per cent of all civilian casualties in the first half of 
2018 (17 per cent by Afghan national security forces, two per cent by international 
military forces, and one per cent by pro-Government armed groups).
The mission documented a 21 per cent reduction in ground engagement civilian 
casualties attributed to Pro-Government Forces (mainly Afghan national security 
forces), though this was offset by a significant increase in civilian casualties from 
aerial attacks.
Amidst continued reports of expanded airstrike operations, during the first six 
months of 2018, the mission documented 353 civilian casualties (149 deaths and 
204 injured) from aerial attacks, a 52 per cent increase from the same period in 
2017. The mission attributed 52 per cent of all civilian casualties from aerial attacks 
to the Afghan Air Force, 45 per cent to international military forces, and the 
remaining three per cent to unidentified Pro-Government Forces. The report urges 
forces to uphold their commitments to take continuous steps to improve civilian 
protection in their aerial operations.
Actions by the Government of Afghanistan to prevent civilian casualties continued, 
resulting in a reduction of civilian deaths and injuries from their operations, 
particularly from ground fighting, an area that UNAMA has consistently focused its 
advocacy with parties to the conflict in recent years.
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How Narcotics Overlap with Threat Activity
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The Rising Economic Impact of Opium - I: 2015-2016
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The Rising Economic Impact of Opium - II: 2015-2016



The Separate (?) Challenges of 

Terrorism

8/20/2018 176



The Uncertain and Dubious Character 

of Terrorism Statistics

• The U.S. government no longer has its National Counter Terrorism 
Center issue unclassified official data.  

• The START estimates in the trend data that follow are drawn from 
media sources and are inherently more uncertain.

• Much of the sharp rises in the charts that follow seem to be driven 
more by the violence created by active insurgencies that actual 
terrorism.

• They may still, however, be useful as broad indicators of the overall 
rise in violence within given insurgencies.
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Source: START Global Terrorism Database, National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security, http://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/
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Deaths from Terrorism: 2000-2014

179 Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 14. 179

http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015 Global Terrorism Index Report_0_0.pdf


Terrorist Attacks: 2000-2014

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 14. 180

http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015 Global Terrorism Index Report_0_0.pdf


Terror and Conflict

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014, 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf,  p. 71. 181

http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015 Global Terrorism Index Report_0_0.pdf


Afghan Government and Taliban Battle Deaths: 2014

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 39. 182

http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015 Global Terrorism Index Report_0_0.pdf


Afghan Terrorism Deaths: I

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 21. 183

http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015 Global Terrorism Index Report_0_0.pdf


Afghan Terrorism Deaths: II

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 21.

Terrorism continues to increase in Afghanistan, with 38 per cent more terrorist attacks and 45 per cent more fatalities in 
2014 than in 2013. The Taliban was responsible for the majority of these attacks and casualties.  

The Taliban remains one of the most deadly terrorist groups in the world. In 2012, 2013 and 2014 it was responsible for 
around 75 per cent of all terrorist fatalities in Afghanistan. The deadliness of attacks increased in 2014 with the Taliban 
killing 3.9 people per attack, over 200 per cent higher than 2013.

In 2014 there were terrorist acts in 515 different cities in Afghanistan clearly highlighting the breadth of terrorism 
across the country. However, the areas of the country where terrorism is most intense are within 100 miles of the 
border with Pakistan. This is in both the south and east regions of the country with around ten per cent of attacks 
having occurred in the Helmand Province in the south.

The Nangarhar Province in the east experienced eight per cent of attacks and the two largest cities, Kabul and 
Kandahar both received seven per cent of the attacks.

Police are the main target of terrorism with 38 per cent of attacks against police. These attacks are among the most 
lethal with an average of 3.7 people killed per attack. In contrast, when private citizens are the target there is an 
average of 2.9 deaths per attack.

The number of people killed in an educational institution fell substantially to 13 with 34 injuries. This compares to 21

deaths and 198 injuries in the prior year. In 2013 the Taliban conducted at least seven attacks targeting girls attending 
school, mostly in the north, resulting in over 160 casualties.

Suicide attacks account for ten per cent of all attacks; however, they are more lethal accounting for 18 per cent of all 
deaths and 32 per cent of all injuries. For every suicide attack there is on average five deaths and nine injuries. The 
majority of these attacks are bombings, constituting 93 per cent of all suicide attacks.

The remaining suicide attacks were assassinations mainly targeting the police and hostage taking. Targets have 
included the United States aid organization named Roots of Peace, the Independent Election Commission, the New 
Kabul Bank where soldiers were collecting salaries and an NGO called Partnership in Academics and Development.
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Impact of Key Terrorist Groups: 2014

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 39. 185
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Terrorism and Refugees : 2008-2014

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 60. 186
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Number of Years A country Has Been in Top Ten 
Affected by Terrorism

Source: Vision of Humanity. Global terrorism Index Report, 2014 
http://static.visionofhumanity.org/sites/default/files/2015%20Global%20Terrorism%20Index%20Report_0_0.pdf, p. 14. 187
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Afghanistan and Pakistan - Terrorist Incidents: 2000-2016

START data base, 
http://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/search/Results.aspx?chart=country&casualties_type=b&casualties_max=&start_yearonly=2000&end_yearonly=2016
&dtp2=all&country=4,153

All incidents regardless of doubt.
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Afghanistan - Terrorist Incidents: 2005-2015
Caused by Haqqani Network; Islamic State of Iraq (ISI); Islamic State of Iraq 

and the Levant (ISIL); Al-Qaida; Taliban; Taliban (Pakistan)

START data base, 
http://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/search/Results.aspx?chart=country&casualties_type=b&casualties_max=&start_yearonly=2000&end_yearonly=2015
&dtp2=all&country=4,153

All incidents regardless of doubt.
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Afghanistan – Comparative Levels of Terrorism in Top 10 Countries: 2016

U.S. State Department, Country Reports on Terrorism, 2017, Statistic Annex, p. 5.

All incidents regardless of doubt.
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Afghanistan – Taliban versus Other Five Lead Threats

U.S. State Department, Country Reports on Terrorism, 2017, Statistic Annex, p. 12.

All incidents regardless of doubt.
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Afghanistan – Summary Trends at Start of 2017

U.S. State Department, Country Reports on Terrorism, 2017, Statistic Annex, p. 9.

• The total number of terrorist attacks in Afghanistan decreased 22% between 2015 and 2016, while the total 

number of deaths decreased 14%. At the same time, perpetrator deaths declined 7%, and the percentage of total 

fatalities in Afghanistan that were perpetrator deaths remained especially high – 51%, compared to 26% 

worldwide. 

• Like Iraq, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Somalia, Afghanistan also experienced a large increase (47%) in the 

number of people kidnapped or taken hostage in terrorist attacks in 2016. 

▪ Information about perpetrator groups was reported for two-thirds of all attacks in Afghanistan in 2016 (67%). 

Nearly all of these (94%) were attributed to the Taliban. 

• Attacks carried out by the Taliban in 2016 killed more than 3,500 people (including nearly 2,000 perpetrators) and 
wounded more than 3,500 additional people. The Khorasan branch of ISIS remained active in Afghanistan in 2016, 
carrying out 6% of attacks in which a perpetrator group was identified. 

• Three of the 20 deadliest individual attacks in 2016 took place in Afghanistan – in Kunduz, Helmand, and Ghazni 
provinces. The Taliban claimed responsibility for all three attacks. 

• Attacks against police targets, especially personnel, checkpoints, and police buildings, comprised 35% of terrorist 
attacks in Afghanistan in 2016. This represents a decrease from 2015, when 45% of all attacks in Afghanistan 
targeted police. However, police targets were still twice as prevalent in Afghanistan as worldwide (17%). Private 
citizens and property were targeted in one-third (33%) of the attacks in Afghanistan in 2016 (increased from 24% in 
2015), followed by non-diplomatic government targets, which comprised 12% of attacks in 2016. 

• In Afghanistan 7% of all terrorist attacks were suicide attacks in 2016. The number of suicide attacks declined from 
137 in 2015 to 99 in 2016. With this latest decline, the prevalence of suicide attacks in Afghanistan is relatively 
consistent with the global average (6% in 2016). 

• Terrorist attacks continued to occur throughout Afghanistan in 2016, taking place in 33 of the country’s 34 provinces 
(with the exception of Panjsher province). The provinces that experienced the most attacks in 2016 were Helmand 
(8%), Nangarhar (8%), Kabul (7%), Kandahar (7%), and Faryab (6%). 
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LIG Estimate of Role of Terrorist Threat - I :  End 2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 35. 
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LIG Estimate of Role of Terrorist Threat - I :  End 2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 26-27. 

General Nicholson and USFOR-A officials stated during the quarter that there were 21 terrorist organizations 
operating in Afghanistan and Pakistan. The DoD’s December 2017 report, “Enhancing Security and Stability in 
Afghanistan” stated that the existence of those groups “requires an Afghan supported U.S. platform in the 
region to monitor, and respond to these threats.” During the quarter, Lead IG staff asked DoD personnel in 
Afghanistan to provide a breakdown or ranking of the different groups and the level of threat they pose to 
U.S. forces and interests. Additional data about the terrorist threat in Afghanistan, including an assessment of 
terrorist groups monitored by the Defense Intelligence Agency, are available in the classified appendix. 

According to the DoS, which is responsible for designating entities as FTOs, there were 13 FTOs based in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan in 2016. In addition to those 13, there were 8 entities that the U.S. Government 
considers supporters or funders of terrorism, known as “Specially Designated Global Terrorists,” under 
Executive Order 13224. Those two categories of terrorist groups combined equal the 21 entities that the DoD 
stated are operating in the region. (See Table 3 for a list of these 21 entities.) 

While some of the groups based in Afghanistan and Pakistan, such as al Qaeda and ISIS-K, have global 
aspirations and reach, many of the others are groups or offshoots of groups that formed in the 1980s to fight 
Soviet forces in Afghanistan. Some later turned their focus to terrorism aimed at reversing what they regard 
as the illegal Indian annexation of Muslim-majority Jammu and Kashmir. Other groups formed to fight the 
Pakistani government. Many of the groups declared U.S. and NATO forces a target after the fall of the Taliban 
in the 2000s. Some groups, however, exist in the region but appear to pose no direct threat to U.S. personnel 
or interests. For example, according to the DoS’s July 2017 report, a group known as Jundallah, is an FTO that 
in 2016 had a physical presence in Afghanistan and Pakistan but, had engaged in terrorism against Iran to 
advance Balochi rights. 

According to the DoD, the Haqqani Network, largely based in Pakistan, was the greatest threat to U.S., 
coalition, and Afghan forces of any of the terrorist groups in the
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LIG Estimate of Role of Terrorist Threat - II :  End 2017 

Lead Inspector General Report to Congress, October 1.2-17-December 31,2017, p. 26-27. 

Although not listed among the 21 groups identified as operating in USFOR-A’s area of responsibility, the DoS 
listed the Indian Mujahedeen as operating in Pakistan and noted that the group had links to ISIS.124 

In 2015-2016, ISIS-K eclipsed al Qaeda as the focus of U.S. counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan. 
Although ISIS has a stated goal of carrying out global attacks and forming a caliphate, and ISIS has been either 
responsible for or the inspiration for many attacks in the West, the affiliate ISIS-K is largely focused on 
violence inside Afghanistan. Despite rumors that ISIS fighters have been fleeing Iraq and Syria to join ISIS-K, 
DoD officials have stated there is no evidence of that. Instead, ISIS-K is filling its ranks primarily with Pakistani 
and Afghan militants who are defecting from other terrorist or insurgent groups.125 

Experts contend, however, that al Qaeda remains the predominant threat to the United States. Despite the 
fact that the United States went to war in Afghanistan in 2001 to eliminate al Qaeda and affiliated groups and 
supporters, 16 years later, the group still has a presence in the country.126 According to estimates, there are 
50-200 al Qaeda militants in Afghanistan and Pakistan. While their capability to plan and carry out attacks 
along the lines of 9/11 has been substantially degraded, the threat is not eliminated.127 

Experts state that al Qaeda has been able to exploit the rise of ISIS-K to rebuild and rebrand itself as a more 
“moderate” terrorist group.128 It has also lowered its profile and deepened ties with the Taliban according to 
analysts, and it continues to focus on a “long game.”



Figure 36: Afghan Terrorism: Taliban, ISIL, Al Qaida, 
and Total Incidents: 2000-2017

ISIL: No data 

Note: Taliban includes Taliban , Taliban Pakistan. Islamic state includes (Islamic State in Bangladesh; Islamic State in Egypt; Islamic State in the 
Greater Sahara (ISGS); Islamic State of Iraq (ISI); Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)). Al Qaida includes: (Al-Qaida; Al-Qaida Kurdish 
Battalions (AQKB); Al-Qaida Network for Southwestern Khulna Division; Al-Qaida Organization for Jihad in Sweden; Al-Qaida in Iraq; Al-Qaida in 
Lebanon; Al-Qaida in Saudi Arabia; Al-Qaida in Yemen; Al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP); Al-Qaida in the Indian Subcontinent; Al-Qaida 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM))

Al Qaida : 31 
Incidents = 0.2%

Total: 12,607 Incidents Taliban: 7,456 Incidents =
59.1%

Source: START Data Base, START, University of Maryland, August 2018, 
https://www.google.com/search?q=START+data+base&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-8&client=firefox-b-1.  Use maximum estimate of 
ISIL and Al Qaida activity.



Figure 37: Terrorist Incidents in Afghanistan, Central Asia, 
and South Asia: 1970-2016 

Source: Adapted from Max Roser, Mohamed Nagdy and Hannah Ritchie, “Terrorism,” Our World In Data, January , 2018, 
https://ourworldindata.org/terrorism

https://ourworldindata.org/about/#team


Figure 38: Terrorist Deaths in Afghanistan Central and South Asia: 1970-
2016 

Source: Adapted from Max Roser, Mohamed Nagdy and Hannah Ritchie, “Terrorism,” Our World In Data, January , 2018, 
https://ourworldindata.org/terrorism

https://ourworldindata.org/about/#team


Figure 39: Incidents and Casualties in Afghanistan: 1970-2016 

Source: Adapted from Max Roser, Mohamed Nagdy and Hannah Ritchie, “Terrorism,” Our World In Data, January , 2018, 
https://ourworldindata.org/terrorism

https://ourworldindata.org/about/#team


Figure 41: Incidents and Casualties in Pakistan: 1970-2016 

Source: Adapted from Max Roser, Mohamed Nagdy and Hannah Ritchie, “Terrorism,” Our World In Data, January , 2018, 
https://ourworldindata.org/terrorism

https://ourworldindata.org/about/#team

