MARJA SERVES AS
MICROCOSM OF
MILITARY FAILURE IN
AFGHANISTAN, BUT
FAILURE IS COUNTRYWIDE

Deputy Defense Secretary Aston Carter
strolls through Marja marketplace on
February 24. How many security forces
were present out of camera range?
Back in February of 2010, US President Barack
Obama’s surge of troops in Afghanistan began its
offensive by trying to take the Marja district
of Helmand Province. Then US commander of forces
in Afghanistan, General Stanley McChrystal
famously touted his counterinsurgency program
for the area, saying “We’ve got a government in
a box, ready to roll in”.
Eight months into the battle for Marja, we had
this:
As U.S. involvement in the war enters
its 10th year, the failure to pacify
this town raises questions about the
effectiveness of America’s overall
strategy. Similarly crucial operations
are now under way in neighboring
Kandahar province, the Taliban’s
birthplace.

There are signs the situation in Marjah
is beginning to improve, but “it’s still
a very tough fight,” said Capt. Chuck
Anklam, whose Marine company has lost
three men since arriving in July. “We’re
in firefights all over, every day.”
“There’s no area that’s void of enemy.
But there’s no area void of Marines and
[Afghan forces] either,” said Anklam,
34, of Fort Lauderdale, Fla. “It’s a
constant presence both sides are trying
to exert.”
/snip/
The result, so far at least: Residents
say the town is more insecure than ever.
“There was peace here before you came,”
farmer Khari Badar told one Marine
patrol that recently visited his home.
“Today, there is only fighting.”

Of course, the Defense Department would have us
believe everything is now fine in Marja. They
staged a stroll through the marketplace back in
February by a Deputy Defense Secretary,
presumably to mark the two year anniversary of
the offensive. I wonder if this stroll was as
heavily protected as John McCain’s 2007 stroll
through a Baghdad marketplace.
But even though we are supposed to believe the
offensive worked in Marja and the Taliban were
routed, there was this from DoD on actions from
April 15 of this year:
A combined force detained several
suspects while searching for a Taliban
leader in the Nad-e Ali district of
Helmand province. The leader oversees
Taliban operations in the province’s
Marjah district, including roadside-bomb
and other attacks against Afghan and
coalition forces. He also attempts to
impose Taliban law on Afghan civilians.

Yup, despite our “success” in Marja, the Taliban
still have a leader who “oversees Taliban
operations” in the region, and he seems to be
eluding capture even though we seem to know who
he is.
And Marja was back in the news over the weekend,
as the US base in Marja saw its second green on
blue killing of the year (is this incident less
isolated since it’s the second one here?) and
a significant number of Taliban forces were
killed in the region on Friday and Saturday.
Couple the Marja failure with other bad news
coming from Afghanistan and we see just how the
entire effort there is crashing into disarray.
We learned Saturday that the planned site for a
US consulate in Mazar-e Sharif, in the north of
Afghanistan (Marja is in the south) has now been
abandoned (after signing a ten year lease and
spending $80 million) because it is too risky to
have a US presence there.
On Sunday, Democratic Senator Dianne Feinstein,
Chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee and
Republican Congressman Mike Rogers, Chair of the
House Intelligence Committee teamed up to
publicly call out Obama administration claims
that the Taliban is being defeated in
Afghanistan:
The leaders of the House and Senate
intelligence committees said Sunday they
believe that the Taliban has grown
stronger since President Obama sent
33,000 more U.S. troops to Afghanistan
in 2010.
The pessimistic report by Sen. Dianne
Feinstein (D-Calif.) and Rep. Mike
Rogers (R-Mich.) challenges Obama’s
assessment last week in his visit to
Kabul that the “tide had turned” and
that “we broke the Taliban’s momentum.”
Feinstein and Rogers told CNN’s “State
of the Union” that they aren’t so sure.
The two recently returned from a fact-

finding trip to the region, where they
met with Afghan President Hamid Karzai.
“President Karzai believes that the
Taliban will not come back. I’m not so
sure,” Feinstein said. “The Taliban has
a shadow system of governors in many
provinces.”

When it comes to McChrystal’s government in a
box, it seems that US likes to put the Afghans
back in the box now and then. One of Obama’s
claimed recent successes was the agreement
handing over control of the prison system in
Afghanistan, including the huge Parwan prison.
It turns out, however, that the US has
maintained the real decision-making power, and
has completely bypassed Afghan authorities with
its program of secretly releasing key insurgents
through negotiations aimed at pacifying certain
regions.
With only two weeks to go until the Chicago NATO
summit, I expect the Obama administration and
Department of Defense to completely ignore
Feinstein and Rogers. They will insist their
plans are still working and that no changes are
needed for this summer’s “fighting season”. This
is a huge gamble for Obama, as he does not want
to enter the November election trying to defend
a failed surge strategy. However, with even key
members of Congress now openly disputing Obama’s
claims, there is a strong possibility that the
“success” narrative will have taken many more
hits by November.

