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Operation Enduring Freedom
On 21 September 2001, ten days after the attacks on the United States, 
General Tommy Franks, head of US Central Command (CENTCOM), 
proposed to Bush that ‘US Central Command, as a part of America’s 
Global War on Terrorism … would destroy the Al Qaeda network 
inside Afghanistan along with the illegitimate Taliban regime which 
was harbouring and protecting the terrorists’.1 Two weeks later, on 7 
October, Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF)2 was launched. In the initial 
phase, long-range US bombers (B1s, B2s and B52s) were used extensively, 
together with F-14 and F-18 carrier-based fighters. In parallel, Tomahawk 
cruise missiles were launched from US and British platforms. On 13 
November 2001, in defiance of US requests to stay out of the capital 
until American forces arrived, the Northern Alliance seized Kabul and 
Jalalabad. 

One of the main battlegrounds in the first phase of OEF was Tora Bora, 
in Afghanistan’s eastern Nangarhar province. Following the successful 
use of airpower in the Balkans, the US and other Western countries had 
been seduced by what Sir Lawrence Freedman calls ‘the temptation of air 
power’ and its prospect of ‘zero casualties’.3 As a result, insufficient troops 
were deployed on the ground at this early stage, and bin Laden and the 
rest of the al-Qaeda leadership was allowed to escape. According to Gary 
Bernsten, a former CIA Clandestine Service field commander in Tora Bora: 
‘The biggest and most important failure of CENTCOM leadership came 
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at Tora Bora when they turned down my request for a battalion of US 
Rangers to block bin Laden’s escape’.4

Since the failure at Tora Bora, the Coalition has conducted numerous 
operations in Afghanistan. The first major offensive, Operation Anaconda, 
took place in March 2002 in the mountains south of Gardez in Paktya prov-
ince. Its aim was to destroy remaining pockets of al-Qaeda and Taliban 
resistance. By then, al-Qaeda and the Taliban had adapted to US preci-
sion air strikes, and were ‘practicing systematic communications security, 
dispersal, camouflage discipline, use of cover and concealment’.5 Although 
hundreds of enemy combatants were declared killed, only 30 bodies were 
recovered. 

Four years after Anaconda, major military operations gathered momen-
tum again; Operation Medusa was launched in September 2006 in Panjwai 
district, 35km south of Kandahar. Led by Canada, the operation saw the 
highest enemy combatant casualty toll ever inflicted by NATO ground 
troops. According to General James Jones, then NATO’s Supreme Allied 
Commander in Europe, between 1,000 and 1,500 Taliban fighters were 
killed. Before the operation was launched, leaflets were air-dropped asking 
the population to evacuate, and tribal leaders were consulted on how to 
conduct the evacuations. A second Canadian-led operation, Baaz Tsuka 
(Falcon Summit), was launched in Panjwai in December 2006. Another oper-
ation, Mountain Fury in September 2006, focused on the border provinces of 
Paktika, Khost and Paktya, as well as Ghazni and Logar. It was conducted 
by Coalition troops and the ANSF. British and Canadian military analysts 
have described the fighting their armies faced in southern Afghanistan in 
2006 as the fiercest they have encountered since the Korean War in the 
1950s. In 2007, following Operation Volcano (January–February) in the north 
of Kajaki, the main NATO operation was Operation Achilles in Helmand 
province, where more than 4,500 ISAF troops and 1,000 ANSF soldiers 
conducted a sweeping offensive after British Royal Marines cleared the 
Taliban stronghold around the Kajaki dam. Operation Hammer (2,000 ISAF 
and ANSF soldiers, including 1,500 British troops) began in July 2007, to 
drive the Taliban out of the Gereshk valley in Helmand.

From the beginning of the war, air power has played an indispensable 
role in all Coalition operations; its importance in the Afghan theatre is 
particularly evident due to the rugged and inhospitable topography of the 
country, and the limited number of combat troops available for operations. 
Munitions used include the 15,000lb BLU-82 ‘daisy cutter’, deployed in 
the Tora Bora battle of December 2001, and 5,000lb GBU-28 bombs, which 
were primarily developed to penetrate hardened bunkers. AGM-130 air-
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to-surface missiles were used to seal caves in and around Tora Bora.6 The 
new BLU-118/B thermobaric bomb was dropped on a cave in Gardez in 
March 2002, amid controversial talk in the United States of reviving tactical 
nuclear weapons programmes to attack hard and deeply buried targets. 

I�AF ��� NATO
ISAF was established on 20 December 2001, under UN Security Council 
Resolution 1386, with an initial six-month mandate. The mission was 
authorised to use force under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, and was 
given ‘complete and unimpeded freedom of movement throughout the 
territory and airspace of Afghanistan’.7 ISAF was tasked with helping the 
Afghan Interim Authority to develop national-security structures, assist in 
the development and training of the newly formed Afghan security forces 
and support the country’s reconstruction. By 2007, ISAF comprised troops 
from 37 nations, including all 26 NATO member states. 

On 11 August 2003, NATO assumed authority for the ISAF mission, 
beginning a four-stage geographical expansion beyond the initial focus on 
Kabul. The staged expansion came to an end in October 2006, when NATO 
assumed overall responsibility for security in all regions of the country. Of 
the 23,000 US troops operating in Afghanistan, 12,000 were placed under 
NATO command, bringing the total number of ISAF troops to 31,000. 
The remaining 11,000 US troops continue to conduct counter-insurgency 
operations under the auspices of Coalition Joint Task Force (CJTF)-76, with 
its headquarters at Bagram airbase outside Kabul (CJTF-76 also acts as a 
de facto HQ for ISAF’s Regional Command (RC) East). Beyond ISAF HQ 
in Kabul (RC Capital), ISAF’s other Regional Commands are RC North, 
under Germany, RC West, led by Italy, and RC South, led by the UK.

NATO’s mission in Afghanistan comprises five phases:

•	 Phase 1: Assessment and Preparation, including operations in 
Kabul (completed).

•	 Phase 2: Geographic Expansion (completed).
•	 Phase 3: Stabilisation.
•	 Phase 4/5: Transition/Redeployment. 

NATO’s arrival in the unstable south saw it shift towards direct counter-
insurgency operations, while at the same time trying to maintain a 
reconstruction focus. Helmand had hosted a small US contingent (130 
troops at its maximum) since 2002, and there had been only a limited 
number of incidents. However, British troops, who took the lead in 
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Helmand, have acted as a magnet for Taliban groups. Taliban propaganda 
has portrayed the southward expansion of NATO as a threat to opium 
cultivation, even though counter-narcotics is not part of NATO’s mandate.8 
As of August 2007, the total number of British military casualties stood at 
73 soldiers killed in action, most of them in Helmand province.

With the insurgency gaining momentum, the shift towards a war- 
fighting rather than a peacekeeping and stabilisation approach is unlikely 
to be reversed. Nonetheless, there are significant disagreements among 
NATO states over deployments. During the November 2006 NATO summit 
in Riga, the depth of these divisions was made abundantly clear. A handful 
of NATO countries – the US, Canada, the UK and the Netherlands – have 
borne much of the combat burden. These nations have urged other NATO 
states to remove or relax the restrictions they have placed on what their 
military forces can do in Afghanistan. Most NATO countries operating in 
Afghanistan have refused to allow their soldiers to engage in combat, and 
have ensured that they are deployed to stable parts of the country. France, 
Italy, Germany and Spain have agreed to remove their caveats in an emer-
gency, to support embattled NATO troops, but have ruled out deploying 
combat forces to the south.9 

‘I��� �p�t��’
The ‘Ink Spot’ strategy was introduced by Lieutenant-General David 
Richards, then British ISAF commander in Afghanistan, in May 2006.10 The 
goal of the strategy is to create areas of security and stability where develop-
ment projects could be implemented. Over time, these islands of stability 
(dubbed Afghan Development Zones (ADZs)) could be linked together. 
According to Lieutenant-General Karl Eikenberry, former commander of 
Coalition forces in Afghanistan, the Ink Spots are intended ‘to deny the 
enemy safe havens, to interdict his movement routes and, most impor-
tantly, to extend the authority of the central government’.11

Since their arrival in Helmand, British troops have been under constant 
fire in the ‘platoon houses’ established in the government district centres 
of Musa Qala, Sangin, Nowzad and Kajaki, and are unable to carry out 
the reconstruction tasks entailed in the Ink Spot strategy. In parallel with 
the deals reached with the Taliban leadership in Pakistan, a controversial 
arrangement was brokered in Musa Qala through the former (pro-British) 
governor, Mohammed Daud. The ‘cessation of fighting’12 agreement made 
with ‘village elders’ led to the withdrawal of British troops and Taliban 
fighters. Although the situation rapidly improved, by setting such a prece-
dent NATO may have encouraged the creation of vacuums that the Taliban 
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could fill. According to Haji Malang, the Musa Qala police chief: ‘They [the 
Taliban] have their place which we cannot enter and we have our place and 
they must not come in’.13 Musa Qala was later taken over by the Taliban. 
Nonetheless, the Ink Spot strategy meets a clear need for NATO and the 
Coalition, which, while it has won tactical victories against the Taliban, has 
been unable to hold or consolidate its gains.14 ADZs are designed to do just 
that by fostering development and good governance in the wake of opera-
tions to clear out insurgents.

P��vi�ci�l R�c����t��cti�� T��m�� (PRT��)
Provincial Reconstruction Teams have been key implementing actors of the 
Ink Spot strategy. Originally a US creation designed by the Department of 
Defense and the US Agency for International Development (USAID), and 
modelled on a similar concept to the CORDS programme (Civil Operations 
and Rural Development Support) in Vietnam, PRTs are joint civil–military 
teams typically comprising 80–250 personnel. They are intended to ‘win 
hearts and minds’ and to jumpstart the reconstruction effort in their areas 
of operation. The idea behind the PRTs is to break the vicious cycle of 
insecurity and obstructed development; as Eikenberry repeatedly empha-
sised: ‘Where the road ends, the Taliban begins’.

When it was introduced, the PRT model raised concerns among NGOs 
that it would blur the distinction between the military and civilian aid agen-
cies. The goals of humanitarian agencies and militaries differ: while the 
primary objective of NGOs is the provision of aid in response to humani-
tarian needs, this is only a secondary objective to the military, behind 
counter-insurgency. A military presence within the humanitarian space 
(defined as ‘the access and freedom for humanitarian organizations to assess 
and meet humanitarian needs’, according to the European Commission’s 
Directorate for Humanitarian Aid) can indeed make NGOs uncomfortable 
by aligning them with military objectives. According to NATO, the PRTs 
have three primary objectives: ‘to help the Government of Afghanistan 
extend its authority, to facilitate the development of a secure environment in 
the Afghan regions, including the establishment of relationships with local 
authorities, [and] to support, as appropriate, security-sector reform activi-
ties, within means and capabilities, to facilitate the reconstruction effort’.15 

The first PRT was introduced in Gardez in January 2003. Since then, 
25 have been deployed across the country. The expansion of these teams 
was planned in four stages, starting from Kabul. Stage 1 (North) involved 
a German-led PRT in Kunduz (which came under ISAF’s authority on 
30 December 2003). In June 2004, the transfer of the two UK-led PRTs in 
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Meymana to Norway and Mazar-i Sharif to Sweden with its Forward Support 
Base (a logistic hub), together with the establishment of another German-
led PRT in Feyzabad and a Dutch-led PRT in Pol-i-Kumri, completed the 
first stage. Stage 2 (West) started in 2005, when the US PRT in Farah and the 
Italian one in Herat came under ISAF’s control. In Stage 3 (South), the UK 
took over responsibility for the PRT in Lashkar Gah, the provincial capital 
of Helmand, in May 2006. On 5 October 2006, Stage 4 (West) saw NATO 
take command of the US and Coalition PRTs in eastern Afghanistan.

Although all the PRTs in Afghanistan are under NATO command, they 
each operate according to the rules and caveats of the nation running them, 
employing, according to Robert Perito, an ‘ad hoc approach to security and 
development’.16 Perito has underlined the lack of a coordinated approach 
and the emphasis on quick-impact projects and self-protection as some of 
the main problems with the PRT model. Another major limitation is the 
lack of training and preparation in development work provided to civilian 
and military PRT personnel. Tours are short, and there is no overarching 
institution to analyse and disseminate lessons learned. The fact that PRTs 
are not designed according to a uniform model could, however, be justified 
on the ground that each province and district poses different problems. As 
Lieutenant-General David Barno, a former commander of US and Coalition 
forces in Afghanistan, put it in May 2004: ‘one size does not fit all’.17 In 
reality, the lack of uniformity has more to do with Western governments’ 
reluctance to deploy forces in potentially volatile parts of the country, 
where they would engage in combat operations. Hence another criticism of 
the concept: PRTs are too light to affect the socio-economical landscape, and 
too busy on non-combat tasks to ensure their own protection. 

Several recommendations have been made to enhance the PRT model, 
starting with a US Institute of Peace report in September 2005.18 The most 
notable are:

•	 Greater emphasis on security, particularly in the least-secure prov-
inces, with aid provided only in emergency situations.

•	 The preservation of ‘humanitarian space’; humanitarian agencies 
do not want to be perceived as part of a military campaign plan 
(and they want to remove conditionalities on assistance, such as 
intelligence collaboration).

•	 A shift from quick-impact projects towards infrastructure rehabili-
tation.

•	 Coordinate projects and share information with humanitarian agen-
cies.
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Paradoxically, the establishment of PRTs has been accompanied by 
rising insecurity, with the exception of Mazar-i Sharif. As the insurgency 
was regrouping and getting organised, PRTs were not primary targets. But 
following NATO’s expansion and the roll-out of PRTs all over Afghanistan, 
an extended range of foreign military targets in the heartland of the 
insurgency became available as the Taliban grew stronger and focused 
on disrupting PRT operations and countering NATO’s Ink Spot strategy. 
Because of the PRTs’ mission, force-protection focus and small size, it is 
important to keep in mind that they are not the main tool for providing 
security in the country, but rather are there to help establish development 
and stability.

A t���t f�� milit��� t�����f��m�ti��
Western armies in Afghanistan have confronted unexpected challenges in 
the asymmetric attrition warfare they have faced. Most NATO forces have 
lacked adequate equipment and training to fight these operations, starting 
with inadequate information-operations officers and unreliable human 
intelligence on the ground. Certain technological elements, such as the 
increased use of UAVs, have compensated to some extent for these defi-
ciencies. French Sperwers, German Lunas and US Global Hawk and Predator 
UAVs – the latter is the only one carrying firepower – have provided better 
battlespace awareness, though there has perhaps been an over-reliance 
on this technology.19 At the other end of the warfare spectrum, special- 
operations officers working in Afghanistan have called for more flexible 
missions outside of large army manoeuvres, and have complained of 
cumbersome chains of command leading to delays between the identifica-
tion of a target on the ground and the order to engage it.20

As Afghanistan confirmed its geostrategic importance at the turn of 
the century, the world’s most formidable military alliance has pledged to 
be the guarantor of its security, unearthing unseen challenges which are 
proving to be the ultimate test for NATO’s future. US and ISAF support 
in fighting the radical insurgency brings a long-term commitment that 
has to be not only sustained, but reinforced as time goes by. PRTs also 
represent an innovative way for NATO to fulfil its stabilisation objectives, 
provided that this initiative is strengthened. By adding a counter-insur-
gency role to a peacekeeping one, NATO and its partners have shown 
their sense of adaptation and their will to succeed, even at such a distance 
from their traditional theatre of operation. The US military too seems to 
have readjusted its focus on Afghanistan. The country’s past three decades 
of war and internal conflict have reinforced radical Islamist elements, 
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making them part of Afghanistan’s socio-religious fabric. As far as the 
international military presence is concerned, and beyond its central role 
in security-sector reform, combating the threats to Afghanistan’s security 
calls for the right mix of soft (as in the PRTs) and hard power – includ-
ing a commitment from NATO and ISAF members to relax their national 
caveats in order to take on offensive actions when needed.


