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AM: General Sir Nick Carter is the Chief of the Defence Staff. Sir 

Nick, did you have any kind of reservations, any second thoughts 

when you heard that we’re all going to pull out (of Afghanistan)? 

NC: I think it’s too early to say what’s going to happen in 

Afghanistan, and I was always think there’s probably three 

scenarios that could play out at the moment. I think the current 

government can fight on, as it’s doing at the moment, without 

support from NATO troops. I think, secondly, there is a risk that 

the state could fracture and you could end up with the different 

ethnicities breaking the country up, as they did in the 1990s. And I 

think the third, more hopeful, scenario is that you get a postwar 

compromise. And of course the longer the Afghan government 

retains the provincial capitals that it’s still retaining the more likely 

that scenario is to play out. 

 

AM: They have the provincial capitals but the Taliban claim they’ve 

got 85 per cent now of the country. Other people say it’s between 

a third and half of the country, but nonetheless they’re moving 

very fast across rural Afghanistan. Is there a chance, do you think, 

that they’re going to take the entire place over? 

NC: Again, I think it’s too early to say. But what I would say is 

that the Afghan government is pursuing a very sensible strategy of 

consolidation at the moment. They’re not going to fight for every 

rural area because they don’t need to. What they need to do is to 

retain the provincial capitals, there wherewithal to supply those 

provincial capitals, and therefore have control over the majority of 

the population, who are now increasingly urbanised. I think the 

challenge the Taliban have got is can they govern as much of 
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those rural areas as they’ve now got? And their credibility could 

easily be undermined if they’re unable to govern those territories.  

 

AM: Because they don’t seem to have changed their spots very 

much, do they? The former Afghan Parliamentarian Shukria 

Barakzai says that she feels betrayed by this withdrawal. She says, 

‘for women it’s very hard to believe. When it comes to Taliban, 

their action, their leadership, nothing will change at all.’ 

NC: Again I think we need to balance this a bit. I mean, we’re 

getting reports also from some of the rural areas that the Taliban 

have taken over that they’re actually allowing girls to go to school. 

So I think again it’s too early to say what will happen. I mean, 

Afghanistan is a very different country to the one that we entered 

in 2001. You know, it’s got a burgeoning civil society, it’s got a 

media that is remarkable in many ways. And of course they’ve got 

an education system now. And actually the Taliban recognise that. 

So again I think we’re very quick to suggest this is going to go to 

hell in a handcart. It’s too early to suggest that.  

 

AM: Well, I know that you keep in touch with a lot of Afghan 

leaders pretty regularly, including Hamid Karzai, the former 

President of Afghanistan. Let me just read you, if you don’t mind, 

what he says about what just happened. He says, ‘the country is 

in shock, in such dire, dire straits. Look at the scene, we are in a 

shambles, the country is in conflict, there’s immense suffering for 

the Afghan people. Those who came here 20 years ago in the 

name of fighting extremism and terrorism not only failed to end it 

but under their watch extremism in Afghanistan has flourished. 

That is what I call failure.’ 

NC: Yes, and I know President Karzai, or ex-President Karzai 

pretty well. And the fact of the matter is that he often had a 

divergence of opinion about the NATO mission and how it was 

conducted, and I think we’ve all learned a lot of lessons from this. 

And I think how you conduct a local political strategy and how you 

invest in that over time is something that we need to learn from, 
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because at the end of the day it’s going to be an Afghan solution 

that will prevail when this all comes to an end. 

 

AM: Well, that was the former President. I know that you also talk 

to the current President, Mr Ashraf Ghani. What is he saying about 

what he thinks is going to happen? 

NC: Well, he gave a very important speech in Khost yesterday, 

and Khost has just fought off the Taliban and held together and 

demonstrated unity. What President Ghani would say is that we 

have to remain united, and that’s the key thing, and the key 

political  players in Kabul at the moment have got to show unity. 

Because if they show unity and if the government continues to 

hold onto the provincial capitals, and particularly Kabul, as I 

described, then that’s going to bring the Taliban to the table. And 

the Taliban have got every reason to come to the table because 

60 per cent of Afghanistan are other ethnicities than Pashtuns and 

they don’t want the Taliban there. So there’s got to be a 

negotiated settlement ultimately if the country’s going to be 

governed as a whole country.  

 

AM: It’s been suggested that although we’ve pulled down the flag 

British military involvement in Afghanistan may not finish, that we 

will carry on helping the government, deploying from outside the 

country. Can I ask you what that would mean and where would 

you be deployed from? 

NC: No, I think our mission is now going to be consistent with 

retaining a diplomatic presence there. And of course we’ve got a 

very strong bilateral military relationship with the Afghan military, 

which we’ve done a lot to build. And I think we still want to retain 

that connection.  

 

AM: We won’t be flying drones and so forth over the country? 

NC: I don’t think there’s any expectation about that at the 

moment, no.  
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AM: Okay. Looking ahead, where do you think Afghanistan’s going 

to be in a year’s time? 

NC:   Well, as I say, it all depends on which of those three 

scenarios I talked about earlier play out. My own judgement is 

that there will be a conversation in reasonable time which will be 

helped by the regional countries, because of course neither Iran or 

Pakistan are going to benefit from a civil war in Afghanistan. They 

already have significant numbers of refugees in those two 

countries and they don’t want more refugees from Afghanistan. So 

they are going to want to get the Taliban to come to the table, 

and their pressure I think will encourage this to happen. The 

question is whether an appropriate compromise can be reached.  

 

AM: There’s a lot of hope and tightly crossed fingers in all of this 

isn’t there? 

NC: Again, it’s their country, they’ll solve it in an Afghan way. And 

I think what we have to do as an international community is to 

give them support in coming to a solution. And if we write them 

off, then the truth may became a prophecy (sic). We’ve got to be 

really careful with this, Andrew. It’s very important that we 

provide them with the right narrative at the moment and support 

for that narrative. 

 

AM: Okay. Well, meanwhile, talking about us, as it were, the latest 

Defence Review cuts the number of fully trained personnel so that 

in four year’s time you’ll have ten thousand less than you have 

now. Would it be possible in those circumstances to refight 

Helmand, for instance? Could that be done now, given what’s 

happening? 

NC: Well, I’m not sure I’d advise that we did refight Helmand, if 

the truth were known. But the reality is that we’ve got a 

remarkable reserve of some 30,000 as well. When you put all of 

this together the British military would be able to sustain a 

significant operation in the future if we wanted to do it that way. 

As I said earlier in this conversation, I think we’ve learned a lot 
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from how you do these things and I’m not sure this is necessarily 

the best way to do things in the future.  

AM: So you say you’re not sure about refighting Helmand. 

Thinking of all the people who’ve died or are currently severely 

disabled as a result of that long, long engagement, do you think it 

was worth it? 

NC: I think it’s a very challenging question. I think it slightly 

depends on how Afghanistan turns out. But I think what one has 

to remember is that ourselves and the Americans went to the 

south of Afghanistan, and for that matter the east of Afghanistan, 

and took the insurgency on its heartlands. And in doing that as 

part of an international coalition we created the conditions for the 

civil society I described earlier to flourish elsewhere in 

Afghanistan. It’s a collaborative effort, as these things so often 

are. Now, the plain fact is that not a day goes by without me 

thinking of the 457 British military who lost their lives in 

Afghanistan, and I think that all of us can hold our heads up high 

who fought there, because we weren’t defeated tactically on the 

battlefield and our military showed phenomenal courage and 

remarkable adaptability against what was a very, very challenging 

opponent.  

 

AM: You mentioned civil society just now. There’s a story in the 

papers today, the Sunday Times today, about billionaires stepping 

in to try to plug some of the gap of the fall in British aid. Does 

cutting British aid abroad risk destabilising societies overseas? 

NC: I think the key thing is to make sure the aid is spent wisely. 

And I think that if you join it up with foreign policy and security 

policy in a more connected way, then I think you’ve probably got a 

better chance of making sure that aid is spent wisely. As indeed in 

many parts of Afghanistan it has been spent very wisely. 

 

AM: Sir Nick, thanks very much indeed for joining us today. 

(ends) 

 


