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Afghanistan: The next battlefield ?

Pakistan’s security calculations in the Gulf

Washington

“W 

e will maintain a 
presence in Af-
ghanistan, even 
after the end of 
our current mis-

sion,” NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg announced. The 
Atlantic alliance, he said, will have 
a “light footprint,” with “a military 
component”.

But a “light footprint” may not be 
enough to secure the survival of the 
fragile Afghan state: On top of the 
constant pressure from the Taliban, 
NATO must also prepare itself for an 
influx of Shia Afghan fighters mobi-
lised by the Tehran regime.

Anticipating the resurgence of the 
Taliban, the expeditionary al-Quds 
force of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC-QF) is training 
Shia Afghans who most likely will 
be deployed to Afghanistan to cre-
ate a buffer zone protecting Iran’s 
eastern border.

Funeral services in Iran for Shia 
Afghans killed in combat in Syria 
since September 2013 testifies to 
Tehran’s preparations.

The Islamic Republic media try 
hard to play down the scope of the 
Shia Afghan presence in Syria and 
deny any government involvement 
in their mobilisation.

Defa Press and Mashregh News, 
two of the IRGC’s many unofficial 
mouthpieces, for example, claim 
Afghan volunteers for Syria were or-
ganised in Kabul and their numbers 
“in the most optimistic assessment 
does not exceed 200”.

In the same vein, Moalem, (The 

Teacher) a propaganda movie glo-
rifying the role of Shia Afghans in 
Syria, advances the argument that 
Afghans travel to Syria to defend 
Shia pilgrimage sites in the vicinity 
of Damascus.

Such claims are in stark contrast 
to data extracted from other Islamic 
Republic news sources, including 
Defa News. It admits that Shia Af-
ghans initially operated alongside 
the Iraqi Abolfazl al-Abbas Brigade, 
which under joint IRGC-QF and 
Lebanese Hezbollah supervision, 
was mobilised in Najaf in October 
2012 and deployed to Syria to de-
fend Shia shrines.

However, as more Afghans joined 
the force, they were organised in the 
purely Afghan Fatemiyoun Brigade. 
Clearly, a limited Shia Afghan pres-
ence in Syria would not have led to 
the formation of a separate brigade.

A survey of funeral services in 
Iran for 91 Shia Afghans killed in 
Syria further undermines the es-
timate that their group totalled 
a maximum of 200 men, and the 
claim the Fatemiyoun Brigade was 
established in Kabul.

All individuals whose records 
were examined were buried in the 
presence of their families in cities 
in Iran, which suggests they were 
recruited among Afghan refugees in 
the Islamic Republic.

The presence of representatives 
of the Martyr Foundation [Bonyad-
e Shahid], the local Friday prayer 
leader and representatives of Su-
preme Leader Ali Khamenei, at the 
funeral services, provide additional 
proof of the Tehran government’s 
recruitment of the Afghan Shias.

So does a photo of Ali-Reza Ta-
vasoli, the late commander of the 
Fatemiyoun Brigade, standing next 
to Major-General Qassem Soleim-
ani, the IRGC-QF commander, and 
the presence of his deputy, Briga-
dier-General Esmail Qaani, at the 
funeral services.
The Fatemiyoun Brigade must 
therefore be seen as a small 

part of the IRGC-QF’s operations 
against Tehran’s regional adversar-
ies. Very little is known about the 
operations of the Fatemiyoun Bri-
gade, apart from the fact that its 
members killed in combat were all 
operating in Syria, and not Iraq.

Judging by the dates of the funer-
als, the brigade suffered the highest 
casualties from May-October 2014, 
which coincides with the Syrian 
military’s takeover and withdrawal 
from Dokhaniyeh, east of Damas-
cus, and late February to March 
2015, during an unsuccessful Syrian 
Army offensive against the northern 
city of Aleppo.

Fatemiyoun losses were not lim-
ited to its rank-and-file members: 
Tavasoli, the brigade commander, 

and Reza Bakhshi, his deputy, were 
killed in February after which Reza 
Marzai took over the command of 
the Brigade.

Mehdi Saberi, a company com-
mander, was killed in March and 
Mohammad Rezaei, a graduate 
from the theological seminary in 
Qom, was killed in September 2014.

Far from dissuading the Quds 
Force from deploying more Afghani 
Shia to Syria, Soleimani is likely to 
deploy more Afghans to what Iran 
now perceives as a combat training 
ground.

The IRGC-QF is likely to recruit 
many more poor Afghani Shia refu-
gees for the civil war in Syria in re-
turn for permanent residence per-
mits in Iran and a modest stipend. 

Others, of course, may join the 
struggle motivated by ideology and 
religious beliefs.

Regardless of their motives, their 
shared experience in Syria is likely 
to be utilised by Tehran in their na-
tive Afghanistan. The “light foot-
print” of NATO in that country will 
most likely invite the Taliban, as 
well as the regime in Tehran, to fill 
the power vacuum and once again 
transform Afghanistan into a proxy 
battlefield between Shia Iran and 
the Sunni powers.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow 
at the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies in Washington.
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T 

he strategic relationship 
between Pakistan and the 
Arab Gulf states is indeed 
special and has proven its 
worth when tested.

When the going gets tough, Pa-
kistan is regarded as perhaps the 
closest security partner for the Arab 
Gulf. Underpinning this is both a 
deep cultural affinity and a sense 
of shared destinies as Sunni Mus-
lims. Sometimes criticised for be-
ing transactional, Pakistan-Arab 
Gulf relations are genuinely rooted 
at a strategic level. In the security 
realm, Pakistan as a state and soci-
ety has always played a critical role 

in Arab Gulf security.
When the Grand Mosque in 

Mecca was besieged in 1979, it was 
to the Pakistanis that Saudi Arabia 
turned for assistance — and Paki-
stan delivered. During the first Gulf 
war, the Saudi border was manned 
almost entirely by soldiers from 
two battalions that Pakistan de-
ployed. Pakistani pilots flew Syrian 
and Jordanian aircraft in the six-day 
war and Yom Kippur war, shooting 
down Israeli aircraft. Most recently, 
retired Pakistani officers were re-
portedly dispatched to Bahrain to 
help quell unrest.

In short, Pakistan has always 
stood by Arabs, demonstrating the 
traits of an elder brother or stronger 
cousin — whatever seems appropri-
ate.

 But in Yemen, things did not go 

as smoothly. Traditionally, Pakistan 
and its Arab Gulf allies, especially 
Saudi Arabia, conduct business out 
of the public glare: Engagement 
happens at the highest levels and is 
rarely subject to political approval.

But as the Saudi-led coalition 
launched operations in Yemen and 
Arab media announced Pakistan 
was to lead a ground offensive to-
gether with Egypt, the official word 
from Islamabad came out quickly — 
no such thing was going to happen. 
A flurry of high-level exchanges 
between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia 
ensued, searching for a solution. 

But Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif had already taken the issue 
to parliament where the question of 
deployment was comprehensively 
shot down. Pakistan reiterated its 
readiness to defend Saudi borders 
and the sacred sites in Mecca and 
Medina — but no boots in Yemen. 
Taking the issue to parliament 
though was unexpected and pro-
vided a public forum for Pakistani 
politicians to criticise Saudi Arabia.

In fairness, that was not the in-
tention of Sharif, who owes much 
to the Saudis for hosting him after 
he was ousted and exiled by Gen-
eral Pervez Musharraf in 1999. But 
the damage was already done. The 
manner in which Sharif managed 
the issue may not necessarily have 
been approved by the army, but the 
bottom line was that the view of the 
Pakistani establishment prevailed.

Pakistan is deeply engaged on 
five fronts: it is executing a massive 
military operation against the Paki-
stani Taliban in its north west, deal-
ing with an unstable Afghanistan 
following US withdrawal, contend-
ing with a Hindu-nationalist gov-
ernment in India known for its anti-
Pakistan and anti-Muslim views, 
fighting insurgents in Baluchistan 
province, and cleaning up Karachi 
(Pakistan’s largest city and com-
mercial hub) from terrorist sleeper 
cells and organised-crime groups 
controlled by political and religious 
outfits.

Overstretch is thus a genuine 
concern for Pakistan. Apart from 
the fact that Yemen is not consid-
ered a strategic interest for Paki-
stan, there was also no exit strategy 
for a ground operation in Yemen. 
A country like Pakistan, which is 
still paying the price for interfer-
ence in Afghanistan, is hardly in the 
mood to march into Yemen simply 
to show Sunni solidarity. Iran can 

be a serious spoiler for Pakistan in 
Afghanistan and its Baluchistan 
province and Pakistan risks more 
in confronting rather than engaging 
Iran. And, what after Yemen? – Syr-
ia? Iraq? Pakistan is no superpower.

The Arab Gulf collectively spends 
$100 billion-$150 billion annually 
on defence, not counting spending 
in Egypt, Jordan and Morocco. In 
short, the Pakistani establishment 
concluded that if, even then the 
rebels in Yemen cannot be militar-
ily subdued, any firepower Pakistan 
could bring is not going to make 
much difference. Yemen is a quag-
mire and Pakistan would pay the 
cost at home by not being able to 
resolve the issues in its tribal areas, 
Baluchistan, Karachi and with its ri-
val India.

In the end, not much has changed: 
Pakistan stands by its Arab Gulf al-
lies to protect their territorial integ-
rity. But the “Arab spring” and its 
consequences, Arab-Persian rivalry 
and Sunni-Shia conflict in the Arab 
world have complex dynamics that 
are alien or, at best, peripheral to 
Pakistan.

Beyond this, the Pakistani estab-
lishment appears to have made a 
conscientious decision to shield the 
country from the issues devastating 
the Arab world from within. These 
are issues that Pakistan does not 
understand deeply and does not de-
sire to import. Pakistan is more in-
troverted than ever.

Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at 
the Institute for Near East and Gulf 
Military Analysis (INEGMA).
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