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BARMAC UPDATE
2nd December 2009 at 13:40 GMT
The Land of Imperial Disasters
As regular readers of our various notes over the past decade will know, we at Barmac are hugely patriotic and great supporters of our armed forces. We firmly believe in a powerful and well funded defense policy especially during depressionary times (when most wars occur think of 1939). 
Thus it comes with great sadness that we enclose the following essay by the excellent Martin Spring and his monthly letter “On Target” which pretty much echoes our thoughts upon the benighted Afghan war. 

We criticised both the full scale invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq in the Barmac Journal back in 2002/03 as a grave military mistake that the West would come to regret.

Sadly we are being proven right and we take no pleasure highlighting the following essay, but the litany of political failure both in Washington and London appears to be increasing by the day.  Any historian worth his salt could have warned Blair/ Brown/ Bush / Obama that both Afghanistan and Iraq had a history of being untamable and that fighting an overseas campaign without local support is doomed to failure. 
Indeed the strategic failure is so great that the West has no political capital left or stomach, to use in support of potential clashes with dangerously out of control countries such as Iran and Somalia. 

After all, Saddam was no threat to anyone but his own people (terrible as that might be) boxed in as he was by no fly zones and a complete trade embargo. His regime collapse confirmed the parlous state of Iraq and surely it was not beyond the notice of the secret services to confirm this information.

 

As for Afghanistan, the simple destruction of any terrorist training basis and the threat of renewed cruise missile attacks etc if any support of Bin Laden et al came to our notice would surely have sufficed. As it is we appear to be repeating the disasters of the various Afghan wars in the late 19thC where a puppet king was supported by the Empire for it all to end in disaster. Britain did not bother with Afghanistan after that – lesson learnt until now!! 

Anyway read the article as it is thought provoking .

Land of Imperial Disasters 
by Martin Spring in On Target, a private newsletter on global strategy

As I write, President Barack Obama continues to wrestle with the difficult decision on how to commit more resources to the war in Afghanistan – more troops on the ground, or more weaponry in the air, or some compromise between the two options, at the huge costs the US can no longer afford.

Neither decision will be correct, because the proper one is not under serious consideration (or at least not publicly so) – how to accept defeat and extricate the US and its allies from a war they are doomed to lose.

When I was younger, living in South Africa, two wars were being fought where the sides that I favoured – the Rhodesians to the north and the Americans in Vietnam – were heading for defeat.

Both those wars offer lessons for the way the conflict in Afghanistan is being fought, and why its outcome is going to be uncomfortable.

In Rhodesia, the government’s armed forces fought superbly against enormous odds.
One example: Their attack on the revolutionary forces’ New Chimoio base across the border in Mozambique was a battle deserving a place in the classics of warfare.

The base was a fortress of bunkers, trenches and anti-aircraft guns constructed under the guidance of East German advisers. There were massive quantities of light and heavy weapons and munitions available to 6,000 defenders, including Soviet-supplied T34 tanks.

Against this the Rhodesians threw an assault force of no more than 300 special elite and regular troops with lightly-armoured vehicles, supported by a small force of light bombers.

The defenders put up what military historians Paul Moorcraft and Peter McLaughlin described as “a devastating hail of fire” with mortars, flak guns and small arms.

Nevertheless, after three days of combat the guerrilla forces broke and fled, leaving behind 3,000 dead. The Rhodesian ground forces suffered just two deaths and one severely wounded.

This is just one example of how the military of this tiny nation fought a superb war. A British general, Walter Walker, on the basis of his more than 20 years’ experience of counter-insurgency and guerrilla-type operations, described Rhodesia’s as “the most professional and battleworthy army in the world for this particular type of warfare.”

That army was never defeated, but its government nevertheless lost the war – leading to a black nationalist regime and, later, to the appalling human disaster that is Zimbabwe today.

Murder and torture on a massive scale

The Rhodesians lost for several reasons. Their refusal to implement radical political change alienated them from the blacks who outnumbered them 16 to one. Their opponents were willing to use murder and torture on a massive scale to terrorize the black population. The Rhodesians had most of the world against them. They were largely surrounded by hostile nations. And they were eventually abandoned by their only important supporter, neighbouring South Africa.

Rather better known is the searing experience of Vietnam.

The Americans lost because they thought they could use overwhelming firepower to win a political battle on the ground. The majority of the population preferred their own nationalists to a corrupt, squabbling, incompetent elite dependent on the support of foreign forces. The insurgents had the will to accept enormous casualties (a million dead) and were deeply committed to their idealistic vision of a national socialist state.

They were also prepared to terrorize on a vast scale. Conventional wisdom is that terror doesn’t succeed because it alienates the population. Sadly, the lessons of history suggest the opposite is true. Fear shapes behaviour more strongly than dislike.

In Vietnam there were weaknesses that the Rhodesians never faced. US administrations held back from prosecuting the war with the ferocity and resources needed to win it, because of the wider conflict it could precipitate. Public commitment to the war back home eroded over time to the point where fighting on was politically impossible.


Hatred of foreign forces will mount

Lessons for Afghanistan?

► There can be no military solution without possession of territory. It would need “boots on the ground” numbering perhaps 400,000 NATO combat troops to occupy, pacify and hold enough of the country to win this war… numbers far in excess of those talked about, and far beyond what is politically possible.
► Firepower alone, no matter how overwhelming, cannot defeat a popular movement willing to accept dreadful casualties and with widespread support in the local population.

► Afghans hate any foreign forces in their country whether they be Brits (19th century), Russians (20th century) or Americans (21st century). And especially when they are underpinning a government increasingly viewed as worse than the alternative. That hatred will mount, the longer the conflict lasts.

► Foreign forces imbued with the morality of democracies and without the strong commitment of nationalist revolutionaries can never resort to the extremes needed to defeat them on their own ground.

► Nor do far-away democracies have the sticking-power to carry on fighting and dying for decades. Without a political settlement, fanatics can keep civil insurgency going indefinitely, especially where there are long, porous borders with sympathetic countries.

A prescient friend who advises me on these matters comments that there is “utter confusion of objectives” about why the NATO forces are fighting in Afghanistan.

“What are the war aims? To destroy Al Queda – which is no longer there? To defeat the Taliban – which is impossible? To bring democracy to people who don’t want it and don’t understand it? To promote development – like new roads that make it easier for the Taliban to move around? To bring in civil rights by changing the entire culture?

“Mission impossible.”

Political support back home for the NATO forces will continue to erode, especially as conviction grows that the battle against fundamentalist Islam has to be fought in other places, in other ways.

Although it’s a very depressing conclusion, the uncomfortable truth is that the war in Afghanistan cannot be won. The difficult decision is not how to fight it, but how to exit from it through a political solution.
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