Highway 1: prime Taliban target

By Denis D Gray

Trucks gaily painted with hearts and doves jam up at crowded wayside bazaars. Billboards advertise cell phones and advise drivers to keep their donkeys off the road. It’s not readily evident that this is probably the world’s most dangerous highway, a prime target for Taliban insurgents attempting to sever a vital, 1,000-kilometre artery with ambushes, executions and roadside bombs.

Widely seen as symbolic of Afghanistan’s progress and security, or lack of it, Highway 1 suffered a dramatic increase in bomb attacks in 2009, but also a marked improvement along a critical 90-kilometre stretch after US forces arrived in strength.

“Last year the insurgents were very successful in interdicting convoys. They can’t stage that type of attack anymore,” says Lt Col Kimo Gallahue, who commands a US battalion guarding the highway just south of Kabul. “Since August we’ve been ripping through the enemy. Mass matters.”

The situation is starkly different as the highway veers farther south into the Taliban heartland. Since the US invasion of 2001, this vital land link between the country’s two largest cities has been hotly and violently contested. About 35 percent of Afghanistan’s population lives within 50 kilometres of the Kandahar-to-Kabul stretch, giving weight to the notion that “as the highway goes, so goes the country”.

Battered by war and weather, the road got a $250 million makeover five years ago, halving the 12-hour, 483-kilometre drive between Kabul to Kandahar which have the two largest NATO bases. The US, Japan and Saudi Arabia then followed with an overhaul of the stretch from Kandahar to the western city of Herat.

Taliban leader Mullah Omar has good reason to target the road, says Col David B Haight, commander of US forces in Wardak and Logar provinces, which adjoin Kabul.

“If you were Omar, wouldn’t you want to attack the country’s most strategic highway, an icon of commerce economic progress? He sees traffic on the road and he doesn’t like it. He has tried to disrupt it but he can’t stop it,” Haight said.

“There’s never a day off. That road is very critical,” he says, noting that the US military has intercepts from Omar to subordinates stressing the importance of the two provinces because of their locations along or near the highway.

In 2008, the Taliban did unleash intense strikes against the highway’s southern approach to Kabul where Gallahue’s troops now operate. In a series of spectacular attacks, three US soldiers died in an ambush, one of them dragged off and mutilated beyond recognition, and in a separate action an entire 50-vehicle convoy ferrying supplies for US forces was set ablaze and seven of its drivers beheaded.

That year, the US military deployed a skeleton force of some 600 troops to stem a resurgent Taliban at the gates of Kabul in Wardak and Logar. This was boosted to more than 4,000 in early 2009, with seemingly significant effect.

Capt Jason Adler, one of Gallahue’s company commanders, said that when the reinforcements first arrived, the ornate “jingle trucks”, as troops call them, refused to travel without military escort south of Maidan Shar, the capital of Wardak near Kabul.

Since August, Adler said, the Taliban have mounted only one significant attack along that stretch, blowing up one span of a bridge.

For the first time, villagers could use the highway to export their renowned apples to India and Pakistan and there are plans to build juice factories and a plant for cleaning wool for carpets, part of an effort to funnel in more aid and develop small businesses, said Adler, of Minnesota.

