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2 near Krabi, a tourist hub far south of Bang-
koksurrounded by azure waters, was in ef-
fect abandoned by the prime ministerafter
protesters brought their grievances all the
way to the capital. (At least ten were arrest-
ed nonetheless.) Seven women in Loei
province borderingLaosface possible fines
or prison for gathering to protest against
the proposed expansion of an open-pit
copper and gold mine. Tara Buakamsri of
the Thai chapter of Greenpeace, an NGO,
says the political situation makes work dif-
ficult for organisations such as his that en-
gage in public campaigning. Even organis-
ing events related to air pollution can
prove controversial. 

The suppression of civic life bodes ill
for Thailand’s democratic prospects. Even
if the thrice-delayed general election is
held, politicians will be fearful of express-
ing themselves openly and challenging the
junta’s policies. “Political parties are sup-
posed to respond to the people, there has
to be a process of interaction,” says Chatu-
ron Chaisang, a minister for education un-
der Ms Yingluck. With his accounts frozen,
passport revoked and facing trumped-up
charges in both civil and military courts,
Mr Chaturon still remains optimistic in
one way. The longer the junta is in power,
he says, the more popular they are making
the opposition. 7

IT WAS an admission of a kind that Do-
nald Trump rarely makes. In a televised

address to the nation on August 21st, Amer-
ica’s president admitted that he had
changed his mind about the war in Af-
ghanistan. He said his instinct, after 16
years of not winning, had been to pull out.
But after a thorough policy review, he had
decided to keep going.

That review, undertaken by the defence
secretary, James Mattis, and the national
security adviser, H.R. McMaster, was com-
pleted by June. But Mr Trump, resistant to
its conclusions and egged on by Steve Ban-
non, a critic of military intervention
abroad who was then his chief political
strategist, tried hard to find an alternative.

One scheme, promoted by Mr Bannon
and devised by Erik Prince, the founder of
Blackwater, a controversial security firm,
involved replacing American troops with
mercenaries. But on August18th Mr Trump
finally acquiesced to the plan set out by his
national security team to send 3,500-5,000
additional troops to Afghanistan. The pros-
pect of Afghanistan again becoming a ha-
ven for the world’s most dangerous terro-
rists overcame his aversion to fighting a
seemingly unwinnable war. It may not
have been a coincidence that Mr Bannon
was removed from his job in the White
House on the same day.

At first sight, the Afghan strategy an-
nounced by Mr Trump appears very simi-
lar to that of his predecessor, Barack
Obama. But it has some important—and
welcome—differences, which Mr Trump
was keen to emphasise, while leaving it to
Mr Mattis to decide the exact number of
troops to send. General McMaster and for-
mer General Mattis know Afghanistan

well. They and other American command-
ers were quietly appalled by Mr Obama’s
approach to Afghanistan, in which troop
numbers were cut to serve a domestic po-
litical timetable without regard to condi-
tions on the ground.

Since the beginning of 2015, when
NATO ended its combat mission and hand-
ed full responsibility for Afghanistan’s se-
curity to its ill-prepared forces, the Taliban
insurgency has strengthened. According to
a report earlier this year by SIGAR (the Spe-
cial Inspector General for Afghanistan Re-
construction, a post created by Congress),
the proportion of the country under un-
contested government control had fallen

from 72% to 57% during the 12 months to
November 2016. In the same period, 6,785
Afghan soldiers and policemen were
killed and 11,777 wounded, out of a total of
370,000 personnel in both forces. Between
2015 and 2016, 19 Americans were killed in
action. Mr Obama had hoped to pull out
even the remaining 8,400 American mili-
tary trainers and advisers before he left of-
fice. But eventually he decided to leave the
decision to his successor.

Not only will that number rise by about
half, but restrictions on what they can do
will be lifted. Mr Obama had confined ad-
visers to bases far from the action. Now
they will be embedded with front-line
combat units where their presence can
help inexperienced officers become com-
petent leaders and develop the skills need-
ed to win—among them the ability to call
in air support and direct it accurately.

That will be useful, as American com-
manders will now have much more free-
dom to deploy airpower than they had un-
der Mr Obama. Mr Trump declared:
“Micromanagement from Washington,
DC, does not win battles. They are won in
the field drawing upon the judgment and
expertise of wartime commanders and
front-line soldiers acting in real time, with
real authority and with a clear mission to
defeat the enemy.”

A third improvement compared with
Mr Obama’s policy is that Mr Trump has
heeded the advice of Mr Mattis not to set
limits on the duration of America’s mis-
sion in Afghanistan. That matters. As long
as the Taliban knew that all they had to do
was wait for American and NATO soldiers
to pack their bags, they had no incentive
even to consider political negotiations
with Afghanistan’s government. With an
open-ended commitment by America, the
Taliban’s calculations could change.

It will still remain difficult for America
to reach a point where it can claim success
in Afghanistan. Mr Trump’s insistence that
he is not in the business ofnation-building
is all very well. But without progress by the
dysfunctional Afghan government to-
wards delivering security and basic ser-
vices, the Taliban will retain support in the
Pushtun south and east of the country.

Nor is there much prospect of enlisting
the help of Afghanistan’s neighbours. Mr
Trump is right to take a tough line on Paki-
stan’s provision of sanctuary to the Tali-
ban. But cutting back military aid to Paki-
stan in the past has had little effect on its
behaviour. For all China’s interest in ex-
ploiting Afghanistan’s mineral wealth, it is
reluctant to get involved. A recent develop-
ment is especially worrying: Iran and Rus-
sia, always on the lookout for opportuni-
ties to undermine Western interests, are
accused of funding, arming and sheltering
the Taliban. Mr Trump may not care for
“strategic patience”, but when it comes to
Afghanistan he will need plenty of it. 7

America’s Afghanistan strategy

Sixteen years and counting

Against his instincts, Donald Trump has bowed to the advice ofhis generals

Someday this war’s going to end














































































































