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 Scratchings 
A monthly NewsNote for members and friends 

of the Pen & Sword Club 

September/October 2021                                   Editor: Mike Peters 

Taliban outfox the West to 
win the information war 
 
INQUESTS are underway across the Western Coalition that spent decades trying to solve the 
Afghanistan problem.  There was no solution, it seems – perhaps because the Taliban 
continually changed the problem, but more significantly, they won the information war, writes 
Editor and Club Executive Vice President Mike Peters.  
 
Many will debate whether it is military strategy or political 
will and lack of direction, or media influences, that will 
come to the forefront of this debate.  Others, especially 
those in defence communications are re-evaluating the 
West’s much vaunted skills in information operations 
which have been seriously challenged.   
 
The information war is not only fought on social media it 
is also important to ensure broadcasters and journalists 
are fully engaged.  Media Operations may have gone out of fashion in some circles, but it 
needs a re-emphasis as part of an over-arching strategy for communications.   
 
The Pen & Sword Club is addressing these issues in a free and open Afghanistan strategic 
communications forum in London on the afternoon of Thursday, September 30 just prior to 
another event in the UK defence communications calendar, the annual military dinner of the 
Livery Company of Communicators.    
 
The club forum will address aspects of the failure of the international involvement, including 
Strategic Communications, where the Taliban’s information campaign was a central part of 
their strategy. What could or should we in the West have done better? How much of a role did 
shortfalls in our StratCom play in the overall failure? 
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The forum will be introduced by three speakers, all with varying but extensive experience. 
 

• Mark Laity was twice the NATO Spokesman in Afghanistan, and until recently Director 
of Communications for SHAPE, NATO’s operational headquarters. 

• Lynne O’Donnell was Bureau Chief for AP & AFP between 2009 and 2017 and only 
recently returned from reporting in Afghanistan. 

• Lt Col Tim Purbrick was Task Force Helmand spokesman for Op Herrick 14 and 
previously Commanding Officer of the Media Operations Group. 

 
Anyone interested in attending should email mark.laity@stratcomacademy.com to register.   
This short seminar will be followed up in the Spring of 2022 when the Pen & Sword will 
organise a full day defence communications event for invited guests.   
 
September’s Scratchings reveals strong personal and professional views and comments from 
those who have been engaged in the Afghanistan conflict, including Club Vice President, Mark 
Laity, one time defence correspondent of the BBC plus former British Intelligence Colonel 
Philip Ingram, now a regular contributor to British and international media outlets.   
 
This month Scratchings also welcomes two new members who formed the British combat 
news team at Kabul Airport during Operation Pitting.  Flight Lieutenant James Langan and 
Petty Officer Ben Sheard earned the respect of military and media on the ground for their 
production under trying circumstances.  
 
 

 Afghanistan: An 
unwinnable war with 
unrealistic aims: 
Communications 
disciplines not 
properly integrated: 
Taliban made better 
use of social media: 
Our StratCom was 
often, literally, 
amateurish 
 

Club Vice President Mark Laity comments on the role of 
communications in Afghanistan. A former BBC defence 
correspondent, Mark, served two tours in Afghanistan with NATO.   

 
‘Nothing except a battle lost can be half so melancholy as a battle won.’ (The 
Duke of Wellington after Waterloo) 
 

mailto:mark.laity@stratcomacademy.com
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AND HOW MUCH more melancholy then is not just a battle 
lost, but a war lost – and to an enemy such as the Taliban. 
 
For much of my career I was a witness – sometime very 
closely – to conflict and, although as a BBC journalist my 
reporting was as fair as I could make it, I knew who I wanted 
to win.  
 
But I was still an observer. Afghanistan was my war, just 
another small cog maybe, but my war all the same. So, I feel 
the bitterness and humiliation of defeat very personally, while 
never forgetting so many others paid a far higher price. 
 
How we came to this, whether we should have given up the 
fight, will be wide-ranging, and we will all have our own views 
– I certainly do – but in this forum I think we should focus more on the information Line of 
Effort (LoE), which is after all our line of business. 
 
Part of that though, is to consider how much the information LoE was properly taken account 
of as part of a potentially winning formula. Also, StratCom is formed of two words, Strategic 
and Communications, for a reason. Firstly, strategy without communications is fighting with 
one arm (and maybe both) tied behind your back, but even more, communications without 
strategy is all activity and no purpose. Secondly, to adapt a Sun Tzu quote, a flawed strategy 
cannot be saved by either good communications or tactical brilliance. 
 
In one respect then a role of StratCom was to be the ‘canary in the coalmine’ because long 
experience has taught me and others that if you can’t sell the story the problem maybe the 
message not the messenger. So, communicators telling their bosses the product (i.e., the 
story/strategy) is the problem is just one of our jobs, and not especially career-enhancing 
requiring a degree of moral courage and sometimes sheer bloody-mindedness. 
 
For me a critical lesson identified, if not applied, was this link between story and strategy, 
which has driven NATO’s StratCom development since.  
 
A non-communicator, Emile Simpson, put it well in his superb, ‘War from the Ground Up’, 
drawing on his experiences as a Gurkha officer in Helmand, “The strategist in war has to 
combine the physical and the perceived...to draw a sharp distinction between strategy and 
strategic narrative is misguided: as the explanation of actions, strategic narrative is simply 
strategy expressed in narrative form.” 
 
Such insights have also been identified by counterinsurgency (COIN) experts such as David 
Kilcullen and the link is also directly made in the US COIN strategy. More directly for 
communicators and NATO, one consequence was some of the text in SHAPE’s first StratCom 
Directive in 2008, which stated, ‘Indeed, such is the importance of information to mission 
success that, on occasion, policies and actions may need to be adapted in response to the 
imperatives of achieving the information aspects of the overall objectives.’ The mission being 
driven by information needs was heady stuff for the time. 
 
Communicators, knowing they have to persuade often sceptical external audiences with no 
stake in the fight, can have a particular perspective, enhanced by looking outside the bubble. 
In my first Afghan tour in 2006 I wrote reports to the NATO Secretary General’s office, and in 
my first report in May 2006 I said, “Beyond that the NGO/IC view (Non-Governmental 
Agencies/International Community) of the GoA (Government of Afghanistan) is generally 
negative.  
 
They lack public credibility, and there are real question marks about their capacity (for a 
variety of reasons e.g., corruption, admin capacity) to deliver good governance into the 
currently ungoverned spaces in the south.  
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So even if we, through effective security operations, create the opportunity, can they seize it? 
…. Our key message is support for the GoA, so we have hitched our ISAF wagon (which is 
carrying NATO's global credibility) to a team of horses that we do not control, and which may 
not have the strength to complete the course.” 
 
I say this not to show my own prescience but because it reflected the view of those on the 
ground even then of the Afghan government. In this respect at least a key element of our 
narrative, of support to the government did align with the strategy – the issue being, could the 
strategy succeed. In that respect the StratCom canary in the coalmine was singing early. 
In another respect, elaborations of our narrative were much less helpful, by contributing to the 
raising of unrealistic expectations.  
 
Much of the narrative to our domestic audiences about our role in Afghanistan solicited the 
support of our electorates through talk of bringing democracy, human rights, female education 
and so on. It is ironic that 
much of the justification for 
leaving is based on the 
unrealism of trying to build 
Afghanistan in our own image 
– that Afghanistan was an 
unwinnable war because such 
aims were unrealisable. The 
reasoning for being there 
become transmuted into the 
reason for leaving. 
 
Lost to a high degree in this 
was the much harder-edged, 
hard-nosed reasoning for 
being there – that unstable 
Afghanistan was fertile ground for terrorism, so just knocking over the Taliban and leaving 
was at best a temporary fix. As a NATO Secretary General put it, “If we don’t go to 
Afghanistan, Afghanistan will come to us.” 
 
The mission then was to hold the ring until the Afghan government could carry the load. This 
was reflected in the strategic military plans which had as their end state developing the 
structures needed to maintain security without us, and facilitating, as stated in General 
McChrystal’s 2009 assessment, ‘improvements in governance and socio-economic 
development, in order to provide a secure environment for sustainable stability that is 
observable to the population.’ 
 
Still ambitious, but stability is not necessarily the same as democracy or fast-tracking societal 
change. It may sound harsh, but stabilisation is about working within the warp and weft of a 
society and moving forward at the pace it can manage. I remember briefing a European 
defence minister and highlighting to them that, absolutely desirable though it was, NATO 
success could not be measured by the education of girls, or come to that, boys, and they 
replied that they both understood and agreed, but that was the only way their politicians could 
get support for the mission. 
 
The same politician also acknowledged the huge difficulty in selling the mission as a combat 
operation, thus we were justifying our presence as a peacekeeping mission, long after we had 
transitioned through peace support into a full-blown COIN operation. This telling audiences 
what politicians decided they wanted to hear rather than what they needed, was in part a 
communications failure, and one which had real operational results. 
 
Maintaining the peacekeeping delusion lost us credibility. At one stage, as violence in 
Helmand escalated, the Defence Ministry was playing it down to the extent of background 
briefing against a journalist who witnessed one of the first major firefights involving the 
Parachute Regiment. Unsurprisingly the journalist won the reputational battle. 
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One nation, Germany, was so unwilling to accept the nature of the engagement had changed 
that their communications policy was to say as little about it as possible.  
This ran to the extent of very restrictive Rules of Engagement and constraining their forces 
from doing anything that would create media waves. It was not until 2010 that Chancellor 
Merkel acknowledging they were involved in a war. I believe that passivity, driven in part at 
least by 
presentational 
issues, helped 
create the space 
for the Taliban 
to successfully 
grow its 
influence in 
Northern 
Afghanistan. 
 
Germany was 
just one of a 
number of 
nations that for 
years blocked 
the use of the 
‘counter-
insurgency’ 
term, and this was more than a semantic tussle, as it went arm in arm with not adapting to the 
new circumstances and responding to it. 
 
In 2006, when mainly Canadian ground forces were engaged in major combat in Kandahar, 
supported by US special forces and airpower, I, as the NATO civilian spokesman, was getting 
flak from the Canadian system, because they did not want me to talk so much about the 
fighting! 
 
In my view, NATO nations fixation with maintaining a narrative of peacekeeping that was out of 
date was one of the reasons we did not step up in both numbers and approach until the 2009 
McChrystal report, by which time we had lost three years that the Taliban had taken full 
advantage of. 
 
More personally, I sometimes felt uncomfortable at the disconnects, writing to NATO HQ in 
July 2006 that “Nations need a reality check” and then in August 2006, “I remain concerned 
that NATO nations have still failed to grasp the reality of what is happening here…. 
Expectations/pressure for a flow of good news stories are currently unrealistic.” 
 
It meant in my dealings with the media I had to tread a fine line. I genuinely did not think we 
were going to lose but I avoided over-optimism, emphasising the task would involve, to quote 
Wellington again, a lot of ‘hard pounding’. The result I think (and hope) was I retained some 
credibility with the media. 
 
So, I assess on the grand strategic level our StratCom failed – we should have been explaining 
and persuading our domestic audiences about the hard yards of counter-insurgency. That 
realism would have served us better than delusions and self-delusions. 
 
At the operational and tactical level our StratCom also came up short, and my NATO career 
after that was trying to apply the lessons I learnt. Also, when analysing all this we need to 
learn not to take it personally, and so take the criticism on the chin. The one thing we never fell 
down on was the blood, sweat and tears, and there were many individual heroes, but the fact 
is we still lost because collectively we were not good enough. 
 
Former US Defence Secretary Bob Gates famously said, ‘Are we organized properly … when 
we’re being out-communicated by a guy in a cave?’ Of course, we were not. This can be the 
stuff of many more ‘Scratchings’, but the list is fairly long. 
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We were structured and organised inadequately, so the communication disciplines were not 
properly integrated with each other or the other lines of effort. Despite protestations to the 
contrary, only fitfully was StratCom given its proper place at the top table, and in the end, 
communicators lacked the clout or rank to achieve that. 
 
We were often under-resourced, particularly in the early days, and especially in areas such as 
proper Information Environment Assessment. Did we really understand what was going on in 
our target audiences within Afghanistan? I think we understood Afghans were the best people 
to speak to Afghans but here, the failure of the Afghan government media effort stands in 
stark relief. We put enormous effort into this area for a poor return. 

 
We did not always get best return on our own investments. The official website of the Taliban 
insurgency came online in 2005 in five languages: English, Arabic, Pashto, Dari, and Urdu. It 
rightly stung to see this tweet from a well-known commentator several years later, ‘The Taliban 
run a website in five languages. Why can’t @ISAFmedia manage three? 6 am rhetorical 
question.’ It’s hard not to conclude the Taliban made more effective use of the internet than we 
did. 
 
Part of the problem was the constant rotations of personnel, chopping and changing and no 
institutional memory. At the same the training and education of staff was often very poor or 
totally lacking. In no other part of the military is it so routine to have untrained staff – good 
people good at their normal job now thrown it at the deep end. They were forced to learn on 
the job, and then pretty much as soon as they got the hang of it, they left to be replaced by 
more untrained staff. 
 
This went right to the top, where one Brigadier General, with zero experience or training, 
phoned me after being appointed, saying, ‘What the f*** do I do now.’ In the non-pejorative 
sense of the word our StratCom was often literally amateur. Even professional communicators 
were often ignorant about the information environment. 
 
This is not to say we did everything wrong. We scored many tactical successes, individuals 
made their mark, we often told the story well and kept people informed.  
Also, we did do some lessons learned and we started the process of reforming ourselves and 
generally upping our game. A whole series of changes were made, and we did become more 
effective. What we learned here has made NATO StratCom more fit for future fights, even if 
that is little comfort at the moment. 
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Our problem here was the same as many other aspects of the conflict, as described by 
McChrystal, ‘Almost every aspect of our collective effort and associated resourcing has 
lagged a growing insurgency – historically a recipe for failure in COIN.’ As fast as we grew, the 
insurgency grew with us. 
 
Still, in the end we were there for 20 years, most of it engaged in a vicious and unpleasant 
fight, and even if our domestic audiences were unenthusiastic, they never turned against the 
mission to the point of going onto the streets as with Iraq. 
 
In Afghanistan, the urban majority never turned either against us or to the Taliban and their 
disenchantment with us was less important than their disenchantment with their own 
government. If we failed to reach the conservative rural masses, was that really ever possible? 
That task fell to others who failed, and perhaps also to those tried to impose a unitary 
constitution rather than a federal structure that could allow for the vast divide between town 
and country. What more could we have done about the corruption? 
 
So, we are left with a duality, neither of which we should set aside. Often, we did our individual 
share of the task with effect, but at the same time we still lost. There is an old saying that 
victory has a thousand fathers, but defeat is an orphan. We need to reverse that and accept 
our share of the parentage of defeat, because we now live in an increasingly unsafe world 
where StratCom is a critical element, and we need to learn and apply its lessons to other 
adversaries. 
 

Failure in Afghanistan - why and what are the 
implications? 
 
By Colonel Philip Ingram MBE:  Slightly tongue in cheek in his Twitter profile, Philip refers to 
himself as an “Ex spy, specialised in taking over countries, now writes and broadcasts about 
things intelligence, security, cyber, CBRNE (that is Chemical, Biological, Radiological, Nuclear 
and Explosives), geopolitics, terror and more.  Philip is a 
widely published journalist, specialising in the security and 
intelligence arenas, who has built on a long career in British 
Military Intelligence. and security as well as strategic planning. 
He maintains a close interest in global events.  Philip now runs 
his own media company, Grey Hare Media, that specialises in 
delivering informed content. 
 
AS A FORMER senior military planner and intelligence officer, 
I would just like to bring to your attention a few thoughts 
around how and why the situation in Afghanistan failed in 
such a spectacular way and what the implications for the UK 
are going forward. I have significant global operational 
experience after 26 years’ service. 
 
This immediate situation was caused by President Trumps order to leave set for 01 May 
2021.  President Biden could have reversed the order but instead just chose to delay it.  Once 
the Taliban and people of Afghanistan knew they Coalition were leaving they knew what the 
future would hold.  
 
The Taliban will have been influencing the tribal leaders and families of all those in the Afghan 
Army and Police not to fight. The had been running an alternative social structure for years, 
whilst in waiting for an eventual withdrawal as they have the ultimate planning tool, they 
operate in multiple generation time frames whilst we operate in Parliamentary, Presidential, or 
more accurately tomorrow’s headline, timeframes. 
 
The US only had 2500 troops on the ground. If there had been will amongst the rest of the 
international community and especially the EU who are happy to hang on the coat tails of US 
and UK underpinned defence but when crunch comes not step up to the mark it is a sad 
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reflection of the EUs sense of responsibility on the World stage. Germany, France, Italy, Spain, 
the Netherlands, Poland, and others could easily have filled the US boots and equipment on 
the ground and airpower vacuum. I am sure if that had happened the US could have been 
persuaded to maintain enablers such as intelligence and some logistics. 
 
However, the rot started in 2003 when the very real progress that had been made with the 
original deployment to remove the safe space for Al Qaeda was halted to put Iraq as a priority. 
The fault for that lies squarely with the then Prime Minister Tony Blair and his spin team 
misleading the country to an unnecessary conflict that opened a second unnecessary front. 
The deaths today and tomorrow in Afghanistan can clearly be put at the feet of the Blair/Bush 
pact! 
 
The final failure is of real concern for the standing of defence in this country. Whilst service 
man and women at the tactical level on the ground were making huge strides, improving the 
lives of the Afghan people, and paying the price in lives, limbs, and sanity for it their 
commanders at that critical Operational/Strategic juncture were misleading themselves and 
political decision makers. 
 
They would only spin positive news and report it up, ignoring the reality. Chatting with Simon 
Akam the author of The Changing of the Guard, he told me only yesterday “I keep recalling 
being driven around Bastion by an amiable media minder saying, "We have these key lines 
we're meant to be pushing, and they just don't correspond to reality," and that was seven 
years ago.”  
 
We have to face the facts that senior British Military Commanders, many now with Peerages, 
Knighthood’s or DSOs misled their political masters in country and back at home that all was 
going well when the reality that no matter how many Afghan security forces and police we 
trained they were poorly paid if at all, corruption was rife, leadership in many cases poor and 
we were training them to rely on Coalition Airpower, Artillery, Communications, Casualty 
Evacuation and embedded mentoring. All of which disappeared the moment we asked them to 
fight alone. 
 
That need to spin positivity’s only was never better illustrated 
when CDS, General Sir Nick Carter, right, described the 
Taliban as, “"country boys" that "live by a code of honour 
and a standard." His claim that the Taliban have "changed" 
and "want an Afghanistan that is inclusive for all," was a 
reaction to the Taliban excellent use of messaging, feeding 
the West what they knew politicians wanted to hear but as 
has been proven, doing completely the opposite. For a 
military commander to be fooled and rebroadcast the spin is 
unacceptable and reflects a wider military failure.  
 
It is time those commanders, who are the same ones that 
have been responsible for what was discovered in the Wigston review, Atherton Review, 
AJAX, NIMROD, Defence Estates and so much more, are properly held to account and not left 
with huge taxpayers’ funded pensions and national awards. Simply, they have failed in their 
roles. 
 
The legacy? Islamist chat groups are already laughing, saying we just need to wait and will 
always win. We will never be trusted when we say, work for us we will look after you. Terror 
organisations are emboldened, more attacks on the streets of the UK will happen.  
 
China and Russia are laughing, the threat to Ukraine and Taiwan I would argue has just 
stepped up a notch or two. It will cost us more to prepare for these eventualities than it would 
to have stayed!  We have already seen new exercises between Belarus and Russia, China 
increasing its activity against Taiwan and then making positive statements around engaging 
with the Taliban. Are we about to witness further Chinese expansionism?  
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It is time to commend the service personnel and diplomats carrying out the NEO operation, all 
Afghan people who worked for us and helped us, our service personnel at the lower levels 
who worked so hard and sacrificed so much. It is time to pray for those we can’t help, we can’t 
begin to know the horrors they will (not might), suffer.  
 
It is time to take a broom to Defence and sweep out the dead wood before the next disaster 
and time to hold the dead wood serving or retired to account.  After all we have just seen what 
the greatest failure in military intelligence and greatest operational failure since the fall of 
Singapore since 1942 and to an unsophisticated and technological backward opposition, just 
as our military leaders are trying to say technology is the answer to future operations. Can, 
should we continue to trust them? 
 

Before the Taliban took Afghanistan, it took the 
internet 
 
Excerpts from a report by Emerson T Brooking, for The Atlantic Council: August 26, 2012. 
Emerson is a resident senior fellow at the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research Lab 
(DFRLab) and the co-author of LikeWar: The Weaponization of Social Media. 
 
THE TALIBAN insurgents who conquered nearly all of Afghanistan in just two weeks counted 
social media among their weapons. They deployed Facebook and WhatsApp to help prevail 
over their opponents on the battlefield.  
They issued hundreds of premature declarations of victory via Twitter—using spam to amplify 
their messages and create a sense of inevitability. Their smartphones proved just as handy as 
their rifles when they entered Kabul on August 15, enabling them to film the first propaganda 
footage of their occupation.  
 
Many Western observers have expressed 
surprise at the sophistication of these 
Taliban information operations. Some have 
suggested that this new media savvy 
signals the birth of a fundamentally different 
movement: a “Taliban 2.0.”  
 
Taliban spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid 
attends a press conference on August 17, 
2021, the first press conference held by the 
Islamic militant group since it seized power 
in Afghanistan. Photo via Kyodo/Reuters.  
 
Yet this is an oversimplification. A closer 
review of the group’s history and the 
conflict in Afghanistan reveals that the 
Taliban has waged—and now won—a 
singular, focused, 20-year information war. 
While the platforms and methods of this conflict have evolved, the Taliban’s Islamic 
fundamentalist goals have not. 
 
This article examines the evolution of the Taliban’s information operations, focusing 
especially on the group’s aggressive exploitation of the internet. It charts three periods: the 
origins of the Taliban’s propaganda and early digital strategy (2002-2009), its adoption of 
modern social media platforms and distribution techniques (2009-2017), and its rapid ascent 
and diplomatic legitimization (2017-2021), which vastly expanded its access to online tools and 
services. 
  
For a generation, the Taliban clearly articulated the purpose of its propaganda regime. This 
information strategy helped the Taliban seize power in Afghanistan. It will likely continue to 
guide Taliban actions in the months ahead. 

https://www.amazon.com/LikeWar-Weaponization-P-W-Singer/dp/1328695743
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/08/20/taliban-internet-websites-twitter-facebook/
https://medium.com/dfrlab/as-the-taliban-offensive-gained-momentum-so-did-its-twitter-propaganda-campaign-75021ba3082
https://www.ft.com/content/25bb6ed9-fdef-451f-a7a7-4a7b9e4ab852
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 Going digital (2002-2009) 
 
The Taliban rose to prominence in 1993 amid the decade-long civil war that followed the Soviet 
Union’s withdrawal from Afghanistan. Many of these militants hailed from Afghan refugee 
camps in western Pakistan, where they had been educated in schools devoted to a deeply 

fundamentalist sect of 
Islam (talib means 
“student” in Arabic).  
 
By 1996, the Taliban had 
consolidated control over 
enough of the country to 
declare the creation of the 
“Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan.” 
 
 Although strict Sharia law 
had never been especially 
popular in Afghanistan, it 
came to govern every 
aspect of daily life under 

the group’s rule. Women and girls were treated as property. Religious minorities were 
persecuted. Those who didn’t belong to the ethnic Pashtun majority were targeted for mass 
killing. 
Despite the Taliban’s Islamic fundamentalism, it had little in common—at first—with the anti-
Western, pan-Islamic jihadism preached by groups such as al-Qaeda. 
 
The Taliban did not want to remake the world; it wanted to rule Afghanistan. Indeed, it tried for 
several years to win representation in the United Nations. Even as it banned photography, 
television, and the internet at home, the Taliban sought to be portrayed positively in Western 
media, going so far as to launch its first primitive website (www.taliban.com) in 1998. Yet the 
group could not obscure evidence of its obvious atrocities.  
 
The Taliban’s decision to give refuge to the virulently anti-Western Osama bin Laden in 1996, 
and to support his anti-US fatwa two years later, was an acknowledgement that its 
engagement strategy had failed.  
 
After the 9/11 attacks and the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, the Taliban was temporarily 
shattered. Rebuilding its forces in the relative safety of Pakistan’s western tribal regions, it 
prepared for a decades-long insurgency. The group’s success would largely be decided by its 
ability to shape the information environment and rapidly disseminate narratives promoting its 
own benevolence and casting the United States and US-backed Afghan forces in a negative 
light.  
 
In 2002, the Taliban founded a revitalized media arm that focused on winning legitimacy, both 
among the local populace and in the eyes of the international community, and undermining the 
US-backed Afghan government. That same year, the Taliban also suspended its ban on “living 
images.” The propaganda value of photographs and videos of dead Afghan civilians, allegedly 
killed at the hands of the US occupation, was too great to ignore. 
  
Initially, the group did not invest heavily in a formal web presence. Instead, it focused on 
propaganda materials that could be spread in the predominantly rural areas where Taliban 
fighters operated. These often took the form of shabnamah (“night letters”), delivered 
surreptitiously under the cover of darkness, which exaggerated the Taliban’s power and 
threatened violent retaliation against anyone who aided US forces or the Afghan government. 
The Taliban also distributed audio cassettes—well-suited for a population in which adult 
literacy was still a relative rarity.  
 

https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/afghanistan-the-cost-of-war_14.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/1999-11-01/taliban-exporting-extremism
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/1999-11-01/taliban-exporting-extremism
https://web.archive.org/web/20021118162327/http:/www.papillonsartpalace.com/massacre.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20021118162327/http:/www.papillonsartpalace.com/massacre.htm
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Talibans-Virtual-Emirate-Psychology-Community/dp/0231174268?asin=0231174268&revisionId=&format=4&depth=1
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
http://content.time.com/time/subscriber/printout/0,8816,1209945,00.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-26747712
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Even in these early stages, the Taliban demonstrated an interest in studying and emulating the 
propaganda of other terrorist and insurgent groups. When al-Qaeda in Iraq made international 
headlines by beheading hostages and circulating the footage on DVDs, the Taliban tried the 
same thing. But as public backlash grew, the Taliban determined that the beheadings were 
alienating the Afghan people. It reverted to shooting its prisoners instead.  
 
The official website of the 
Taliban insurgency, Al 
Emarah (The Emirate), 
came online in 2005. It 
published in five 
languages: English, Arabic, 
Pashto, Dari, and Urdu. 
Much of its content came in 
the form of short, rapid-fire 
press releases either 
claiming various victories 
over the NATO-led 
International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) or 
disputing casualty figures. 
Later, this constellation of 
websites would grow to 
include downloadable 
audio and video propaganda. Curiously—and perhaps because of its single-minded focus on 
capturing Afghan territory—the Taliban did not seek to cultivate the same web-forum and 
chatroom culture that characterized global Islamic terror movements of the period.  
 
Yet even as it sought to influence and manipulate it, the group exhibited deep anger toward 
media. In a 2006 Pashto-language statement, the Taliban complained about widespread bias in 
news reports, threatening violence if the situation did not improve. “Many news sources 
cruelly treat the Taliban,” the statement read. “They do not air our reports… We will kill anyone 
who mistreats us like this.”  
 
At the same time, the group was becoming adept at quickly spreading its preferred narratives. 
In a 2008 interview, the Taliban’s then-information minister bragged that it took twenty-four 
hours for the Afghan government to put out a press release to journalists, “while we can give 
the information through satellite phones in record time.”  
 
The group’s information operations, however, were far from seamless. The “Taliban” label had 
long been claimed by a shifting coalition of other Islamic militant groups, led by warlords with 
different backgrounds and aspirations. This organizational confusion extended to the 
Taliban’s propaganda apparatus: For years, Taliban officials alternated between fury and 
frustration as they dealt with a flood of fake or unauthorized spokespeople.  
 
By 2008, however, Taliban communications had been consolidated under the control of a few 
individuals. One of these men (or a group of men, according to media speculation), referred to 
publicly as “Zabihullah Mujahid,” would become the online voice of the Taliban for the next 13 
years. In August 2021, a man claiming to be Mujahid gave the Taliban’s first press conference 
in the conquered city of Kabul.  He sat in the chair of the former Afghan information minister 
assassinated by the Taliban only several weeks earlier.  
 

Harnessing social media (2009-2017) 
 
In 2009, the Taliban posted an English-language message on its website regarding the stakes 
and objectives of its information war. In short, it accused the West of a concerted 
disinformation campaign:  
 

https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/news-photo/computer-screen-grab-made-02-july-2005-shows-the-home-page-news-photo/53181521
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24590908
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24590908
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2014/09/29/icg_07242008.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58250607
https://archive.is/8UQNS
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• “[T]he biased media constantly publish the official story and the people under 

the influence of the partial reports are confused and sometime [sic], misjudge 

the events because they do not know to tell facts from lies. On the other hand, 

the mainstream media do not publish the stand of Mujahideen regarding every 

event, fearing the invading Americans will accuse them of helping the so-called 

terrorists. In fact, the world has now been taken hostage by the 

media suffocation unleashed by the colonialism.   

 
“Pentagon [sic] has a psychological war department. This department is charged with 
spreading lies against Mujahideen. They spend millions of dollars to try to make it possible 
that the lies fabricated in the Pentagon reach every ear in the world.”  
 
The Taliban also offered a solution: “Those journalists who are committed to human dignity, 
liberation, and justice should form Mujahideen Support Groups,” the message continued. 
“[They must] wage an unwavering and constant campaign against the black propaganda 
launched by the colonialists.”  
 
It was no longer enough to simply bombard Western journalists with press releases—the 
militants needed an online network of advocates and supporters. The answer lay in social 
media.  Seeking to expand the reach of its propaganda videos, the Taliban joined YouTube in 
2009. It also added a Facebook “share” button to its website. 
  
By 2011, the Taliban was posting regular updates to Facebook and Twitter. Whereas it had 
once been largely insular, the group was now cultivating a network of friendly bloggers. In 

turn, these digital voices 
worked to associate the 
Taliban more directly 
with pan-Islamic and 
pan-Arab causes, 
seeking to tie its 
mission to popular 
movements such as the 
Arab Spring. 
 
The Taliban joined 
Twitter in 2011. For a 
time, it argued directly 
with ISAF spokespeople 
regarding the outcome 
of battles and the 
number of war dead.  

 
As the Taliban’s propaganda apparatus expanded, it was also enjoying a reversal of fortune on 
the ground. The insurgents had re-established effective shadow governments in several 
Afghan provinces and become more militarily aggressive, often engaging US and NATO 
soldiers directly. The group’s Twitter presence seemed especially designed to capitalize on 
this, sharing details about various battles—even providing comments to Western journalists—
hours before ISAF or the Afghan government could muster a formal announcement 
 
When the horror of the Syrian civil war gave rise to the Islamic State beginning in 2013, the 
Taliban watched carefully. Although it had no love for the group—the Taliban would ultimately 
battle the ISIS franchise in Afghanistan—it appreciated the Islamic State’s highly effective viral 
propaganda. It also appreciated how US coalition forces had exploited ISIS fighters’ incessant 
social media use to trace and kill them. In 2015, the Taliban announced the launch of Telegram 
and WhatsApp channels. Not only did this move improve the group’s outreach efforts, but it 
also pulled communications onto encrypted platforms—and beyond the reach of US military 
intelligence. 
  

https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/13/the-talibans-youtube-channel/
https://www.rferl.org/a/the_talibans_internet_strategy/24323901.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273508756_Reframing_the_Taliban_insurgency_in_Afghanistan_new_communication_and_mobilization_strategies_for_the_Twitter_generation
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273508756_Reframing_the_Taliban_insurgency_in_Afghanistan_new_communication_and_mobilization_strategies_for_the_Twitter_generation
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/12269.pdf
https://www.wired.com/2011/07/afghanistans-insane-fight/
https://abcnews.go.com/International/taliban-urges-supporters-texting-app-jihadi-news/story?id=31444084
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As time passed, Taliban propaganda increasingly resembled the content flowing out of ISIS-
controlled Syria and Iraq. Video quality notably increased, and there was a new emphasis on 

action—typically firefights 
or suicide attacks—set to 
Islamic nasheeds (chants) 
and sometimes filmed by 
drones.  
 
During a series of assaults 
on the city of Kunduz 
throughout 2015 and 2016, 
a surprising number of 
Taliban fighters carried 
smartphones. In one case, 
militants shared 
triumphant selfies as 
Afghan civilians tweeted 
for help just a few blocks 
away. In another, they 
captured a major 
downtown intersection and 

hoisted the Taliban’s white flag, holding the spot for several hours. As Taliban propagandists 
and Kunduz residents flooded Twitter with video evidence, the ISAF spokesperson’s account 
was still insisting that a major attack had not taken place. 
 

Winning the information war (2017-present) 
 
By 2017, the US-backed Afghan government was becoming less forthcoming about combat 
operations and more willing to engage in censorship. For years, the US military had 
periodically disclosed figures related to the strength, performance, and attrition of Afghan 
forces, as well as estimated US and Afghan military and civilian casualties. By late 2017, at the 
request of the Afghan government, these figures were withheld from the Afghan and US 
public. 
  
At the same time, Kabul ordered a 20-day shutdown of WhatsApp and Telegram inside the 
country, citing unspecified “security reasons.” Afghan journalists erupted with fury, arguing 
that the ban was incompatible with the constitutional guarantee of free speech. Facing 
mounting public outrage, the Afghan government reversed course. But the damage to its 
credibility had been done.  
 
Naturally, the Taliban revelled in claiming that it was more accessible and transparent than 
Afghan government spokespeople. Indeed, it did all it could to handicap officials even further. 
As part of their battle preparations, Taliban fighters began sabotaging nearby cell phone 
towers, limiting the Afghan government’s ability to communicate with local citizens and issue 
timely updates. As Zabiullah Mujahid explained to The New York Times in a 2016 interview, the 
purpose was to create an information vacuum—one that the Taliban could fill itself. 
 
In 2018, then-President Ashraf Ghani announced a three-day, unconditional ceasefire with the 
Taliban, leading to the first (brief) truce in the country since 2001. Crucially, news of the 
ceasefire came first via Ghani’s Facebook page, an indication of how drastically Afghanistan’s 
information environment had changed. At the time of the US invasion, the internet and cell 
phones were virtually non-existent.  
 
By 2018, roughly 40 percent of Afghan households had access to the internet—and 90 percent 
to a mobile device. Social media, no longer merely a novelty or plaything of the rich, had 
become a pillar of Afghan civic life.  
 
By 2019, the Taliban’s digital propaganda had fully matured. It issued rapid-fire English-
language news alerts about ongoing battles, often accompanied by ready-to-share 

https://twitter.com/trbrtc/status/789500943171747840?lang=en
https://twitter.com/trbrtc/status/789500943171747840?lang=en
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-34387854
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/31/world/asia/fire-film-tweet-the-talibans-new-way-of-war.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/31/world/asia/fire-film-tweet-the-talibans-new-way-of-war.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20210815211904/https:/twitter.com/ResoluteSupport/status/782822338547093504
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/30/world/asia/afghanistan-war-redacted-report.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/30/world/asia/afghanistan-war-redacted-report.html
https://www.fastcompany.com/40498985/after-citizen-uproar-afghanistan-ends-a-ban-on-whatsapp-and-telegram
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/31/world/asia/fire-film-tweet-the-talibans-new-way-of-war.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-44423032
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01296612.2020.1822634?journalCode=rmea20
https://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2018_Afghan-Survey_fullReport-12.4.18.pdf
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infographics and short video clips. Zabiullah Mujahid’s Twitter account—which had enjoyed a 
stable presence on the platform since 2017, with the first hint of informal Afghan-Taliban 
peace talks—was now regularly amplified by a network of spam accounts intended to boost 
his reach.  
 
According to a 2020 study of Twitter use during the conflict, Mujahid’s account tweeted more 
frequently—that is, more than 15  times daily—than the rival Afghan Ministry of Defense 
account. It also enjoyed roughly twice as many followers.  
 
By late 2020, it was clear that the Afghan government was losing the information war, thanks 
to faltering institutions and relentless Taliban pressure. In October 2020, local officials 
reported that an errant Afghan air strike on a rural religious school had killed eleven children 
and their prayer leader.  
 
But the Afghan government contradicted the reports, insisting that no civilians had died. When 
a local spokesperson who had visited the surviving children in the hospital refused to echo 
the central government’s position, he was arrested and imprisoned. The spokesman felt “amid 

two stones,” as he later 
explained to The New York 
Times: caught between 
the Afghan government 
and the Taliban. 
 
Taliban fighters drive 
unchallenged through the 
streets of Kabul on 
August 17. Photo via 
Voice of 
America/Wikimedia  
 
  
The spread of this attitude 
would mark the death 
knell for the Afghan 
government. For two 

decades, the Taliban had cast itself as the legitimate claimant to Afghanistan—no more 
corrupt or violent than the US-backed administration in Kabul. A growing number of Afghans 
came around to this view of the US-backed government, and by the time the Taliban began its 
blitzkrieg offensive in August 2021, many defenders had run out of reasons to fight. 
   
These sorts of incidents only served to further erode the Afghan people’s loyalty to–and 
contribute to a significant loss of trust in–the US-backed government.  

 
Not “Taliban 2.0” 
 
The beliefs and objectives of the Taliban militants who streamed into Kabul this August are 
little changed from those held by the members of the group who fled the city twenty years 
earlier. Instead, what has changed is their willingness to use modern technology to realize 
their medieval ends.  
 
Today’s Taliban understands how to disseminate its propaganda at scale and speed. It has 
come to appreciate how its English-language propaganda can be used to disarm and distract 
the international community—projecting a “moderate” face that helps obscure the massacres 
and violent retribution that have already begun under its reign.  
 
This information conflict will not end with the Taliban’s control of Afghanistan. Already, anti-
Taliban fighters are appealing to the West for military aid. Using pseudonyms, Afghan citizens 
have begun the first rumblings of an online resistance movement, intent on puncturing the 

https://medium.com/dfrlab/suspicious-twitter-accounts-boosted-taliban-hashtag-prior-to-afghan-election-c303561713cf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01296612.2020.1822634?journalCode=rmea20
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-54597862
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/10/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-information-war.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2021_Taliban_offensive#/media/File:Taliban_Fighters_in_Kabul,_August_17_2021_(cropped).png
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/26/how-to-partner-with-the-taliban/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/08/afghanistan-taliban-responsible-for-brutal-massacre-of-hazara-men-new-investigation/
https://apnews.com/article/europe-race-and-ethnicity-taliban-e51255ff3d954e8f95bea4dc1c209b32
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/08/18/mujahideen-resistance-taliban-ahmad-massoud/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/20/technology/afghanistan-taliban-social-media.html
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Taliban’s claims of moderation and clemency and revealing the increasingly savage reality of 
its rule. The months ahead will bring a flurry of competing online narratives around 
Afghanistan, spanning numerous social media platforms, and drawing in actors from around 
the world. 
  
In 2021, this is a war that the Taliban is prepared to fight. 
 

Confessions of an arm’s fair aficionado: 12 tips 
to survive your first event 
 

Berenice Healey, just back from DSEI 2021 
gives her thoughts on the major defence 
exhibition held in London. She is the Editor of 
Global Defence Technology, a Global Data 
publication. 
 
BBC defence correspondent Jonathan Beale 
recently retweeted a Defence Photography 
post counting down the days until Defence & 
Security Equipment International (DSEI) 2021, 
which opens its shutters on 14 September. 
“Does anyone really enjoy it?” he asked.  
 
My light-hearted take was: “It's exhausting 
but can be exhilarating hurtling the length of 
Excel on the rumour of a breaking story. Also, 
the only other people who understand what I 
enjoy about my job are there. Plus, the tote 
bags. So many tote bags. And the bacon 
butties.” 

Miltwitter chimed in with a variety of responses ranging from ironic to world-weary, with the 
positive takes highlighting the chance to network and unparalleled opportunities to see new 
kit in action. 
 
Beale himself scoffed at the suggestion that if he didn’t enjoy DSEI in his role he should 
consider another career, responding sardonically: “Yes – trade shows and the free stuff is why 
I do it. Dumb.” 
 
I’ll start by admitting my experience of the wide world of defence events is somewhat 
geographically challenged, editing as I do a publication that attempts to deliver a Harrods 
defence tech experience on a Poundland budget. 
 I have a handful each of DSEIs, its Parisian sibling Eurosatory and Farnborough Air Shows 
under my belt, alongside a few smaller, more specialist events, but few far from home. Thus, I 
find myself unable to compare the exotic far-flung likes of AUSA, IDEX and the Singapore Air 
Show.  
 
It’s easy to get overwhelmed at events the size of DSEI – while Covid will deliver a hit to this 
year’s numbers, last year DSEI saw 36,000 visitors and 1,700 exhibitors over the 100,000m2 
exhibition space of London’s ExCeL Centre, not including outdoor demonstrations or the 
ships moored along the Thames.  
 
With that in mind, I have assembled 12 tips on how to make the most of the major defence 
fairs, whether you’re a fellow journalist, a PR specialist, a military delegate, or an industry 
attendee. To add a little gravitas, I recently interviewed DSEI’s Senior Defence Advisor, retired 
Air Vice-Marshal Gary Waterfall, for a DSEI preview article for Global Defence Technology and 
have included some of his thoughts too.  
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• Register in advance. In an era of high-security risk and Covid, you can’t just turn up 

and hope for the best. Don’t forget your official photo ID and proof of double 

vaccination and/or negative Covid test if required.  

• Prepare your attendance like a military operation. Set out a framework based on your 

must-do events, meetings, keynotes, and presentations. Use an app if your event 

offers one. DSEI this year has DSEI Connect, which will also enable attendees to watch 

presentations during or after the event wherever they are and Meet Me which lets you 

schedule meetings. 

• Double-check the locations of your scheduled events – you may have carefully 

planned back-to-back meetings, but they could easily be half a mile apart. Sprinting 

down the boulevard while dodging a passing marching band and arriving puffed out 

and flustered is not recommended.  

• Set out early. On the first day especially, there will be queues for security. If you’re a 

member of the press, if you miss the daily briefing, you’ll miss that day’s most 

important events and announcements. Not to mention the breakfast bacon butties. 

Talking of which… 

• Eat at every opportunity, as if you’re on manoeuvres.  At lunchtime, there will be 

queues at every overpriced food outlet and nowhere to sit and eat it. Eurosatory, in 

particular, is bad for this, possibly due to the French demand for freshly prepared 

cuisine rather than a plastic-packed sandwich. Don’t worry, you’ll burn off any extra 

calories racking up a 30,000 step count every day.  

• Network, but don’t overdo the social side. While you can make some great connections 

over a convivial drink, being first in the queue for stand beers when you have no 

interest in the host company is not a good look. Plus, take it from me, being hungover 

when you have to leave home at 6.30 am the next day is not conducive to a productive 

day.  

• Save time to browse. While a packed calendar will get your goals ticked off, half a day 

or so of just roaming the floors 

and asking people about their 

stands can lead to all kinds of 

serendipitous discovery. 

• Dress smartly but wear 

your most comfortable shoes. 

Event dress code is usually 

business or uniform but ExCeL is 

600m long and your throbbing 

plates of meat won’t thank you for 

using the opportunity to break in 

new boots.  

• Exchange details in a way 

that you’ll actually use. Business 

cards are out of date, unhygienic 

in the current environment and 

will rarely see the light of day 

again. Add details directly into 

your electronic device of choice. 

Maybe send a quick thank you 

message there and then as a useful reminder to yourself and the recipient of what you 

discussed.  

• Given you’ll be relying on it more than ever, don’t let your tech let you down. Bring 

chargers, energy banks, batteries – whatever you need to keep working.  

• Take a photo of any Wi-Fi hotspot names and passwords for future reference 

• Be circumspect with freebies. Do you really need a stress ball shaped like an aircraft 

black-bow recorder? Yes, I really received one of these. Think of the environment and 
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only pick up what you will actually use from stands. You can’t go wrong with quality 

stationery. Also, pick up one good-quality tote bag to keep all your bumf together.  

• Follow up. If you’re a journalist and write up a feature, send a link to the PR who 

facilitated the interview. If you talked future business with an exhibitor, drop them a 

line with an indicator about what timescale you’d like to catch up again. 

I hope those prove helpful and perhaps I’ll bump into some of you at some future event. 
Hopefully, I’ll be gliding serenely by unburdened by unnecessary freebies, but I can’t promise I 
won’t be hobbling past stuffing a bacon butty into my gob with one hand while frantically 
seeking a power outlet for a rapidly-dying laptop with the other.  

DotComm Award for Kaija 
  
PEN & SWORD CLUB member Kaija Larke has been awarded an international DotComm Award 
for Excellence in Web Creativity and Digital Communications. She was presented with a Gold 
Award for Video: Company Overview.  

 
Kaija launched This Media 
Larke, four years ago to 
create bespoke content for 
military charities, 
organisations and 
businesses who want to 
connect with their audiences 
through video, photography, 
and podcasting. 
 
 She has worked with NATO, 
Help for Heroes, SSAFA, the 
NHS, BFBS, Amazon, Dstl 
and is currently working on 
projects for the Families 
Federations and RFEA, the 
Forces’ Employment 
Charity.   
 
The DotComm Awards see 
companies from more than 
80 countries submit work, 
across categories that 
include Video, Audio, Web 
Marketing, and social media.  
 
This Media Larke also 

received an Honourable Mention in two categories, the Pro Bono Video Award, and the 
Podcasting Award. The Pro Bono Video was created for Re: Act, Disaster Response, a 
humanitarian charity which uses the expertise of veterans to respond to emergencies in the 
UK and overseas. 
 
 During the past 18 months, Re:Act has been supporting the Covid-19 response and the video 
focussed on their volunteers who were working to support the Vaccine Rollout Programme.  
 
This Media Larke received an Honourable Mention in the Podcasting Award for new endeavour 
What Doesn’t Kill Us: The Podcast, which tells the stories of people who have experienced life 
changing injuries and events.  
 

Commented [MP1]:  
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Guests include Paralympians, survivors of the Piper Alpha disaster, a former racer in the Isle 
of Man TT, and a woman whose husband and son both committed suicide.  
Having only released four episodes when it was honoured was a great surprise for Kaija and 
ensures the podcast reaches a wider audience. 
 
 If any members of the Pen and Sword Club are interested in being a guest on the podcast they 
can reach out at kaija@thismedialarke.com and find out more about the podcast 
at https://podcast.thismedialarke.com  
 

Filming at Amazon and Fujitsu  
 
Kaija Larke (This Media Larke) and fellow club member, pictured left, Rupert Frere (Schmooly) 
have teamed up for a special project which has seen them capturing film and photographs at 
Amazon HQ in London and with Fujitsu Defence.  
 

Commissioned by the Families’ Federations to 
create a series of videos and stills for the Forces 
Families’ Jobs (FFJ) website, they have been 
working throughout Covid to liaise with some of the 
UK’s biggest companies, to showcase their support 
of military spouses.  
 
The videos will highlight Employers, Training 
Providers and Spouses themselves. The FFJ is the 
go-to place for training, employment, and 
volunteering opportunities for family members of 
currently serving UK military personnel.  
 
 
Companies that are signatories to the Armed Forces 
Covenant can advertise vacancies where they are 
able to support military spouses and dependents in 
their career opportunities, to ensure they are 
meeting their Covenant commitments.  
 
As part of the on-going project Kaija and Rupert 
filmed with several members of the Amazon Military 

Spouse programme to hear how the company champions them to maintain their careers whilst 
their partners have deployed overseas, including supporting them in moves to the USA. They 
were invited to film at several locations within the central London HQ to capture the work of 
‘Amazonians’, shortly after the company re-signed the Covenant and pledged its ongoing 
support to the Armed Forces family.   
 
Fujitsu Defence is also supporting the project and allowed cameras in for a day of filming. The 
team captured interviews with veterans and spouses who are enjoying interesting and diverse 
careers around their partners’ military service, as well as behind-the-scenes footage of the 
day. Both companies host open days to explain career opportunities for spouses and provide 
additional support networks to ensure their needs are catered for and they can enjoy fulfilling 
employment.  
 
The project is due to go live in the coming weeks. More details can be found 
at https://www.forcesfamiliesjobs.co.uk/ 
 

Combat Camera at Kabul 

NEW MEMBERS joining the Pen & Sword Club in the last month include the two man combat 
camera news team despatched by the Ministry of Defence to support Operation Pitting at 
Kabul Airport.   

mailto:kaija@thismedialarke.com
https://podcast.thismedialarke.com/
https://www.forcesfamiliesjobs.co.uk/
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Petty Officer Photographer Ben Shread and Flight Lieutenant James Langan, pictured below, 
deployed to Op Pitting, Kabul, Afghanistan from JIAG (Joint information Action Group) as part 
of the tri service Combat Camera Team to tell the stories of life on the ground. The two-man 
team was responsible for the production of images, videos and press releases from theatre.  

 
 As a team they managed to embed with multiple diverse units from patrolling with the 
Parachute Regiment, loading and processing evacuees with the Royal Air Force freight 
movers and spending a day and night in the hospital theatre with the deployed Medics in order 
to effectively tell their stories. In many instances they were volunteering to assist with aircraft 
loading, evacuee processing and other tasks specific to military branches, ensuring that they 
were participants and not just observers. 
 
The pair deployed from Joint Information Activities Group (JIAG), an instructional unit which 
trains Army, Navy, RAF how to conduct media training and content capture; essentially how 
do their job whilst in Kabul. The unit also deploys teams to train UK allies how to do the same: 
having deployed to Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon this year alone.  
 
When asked about Operation Pitting Ben said “My overall feeling is one of pride, I could not be 
prouder of the compassion and commitment I have witnessed first-hand from the men and 
women of our Armed Forces and the incredible bravery of the Afghan people. I was grateful for 
the opportunity to tell their story with honesty and empathy.” 
 
“The work has been mentally as well as physically demanding, moving that many people and 
troops in 40-degree heat under phenomenal pressure and time constraints. There were 
harrowing scenes unfolding right in front of us, wherever you looked there was something 
else going on, it gets quite overwhelming and gives you a sense of helplessness that plays on 
your mind. I take solace in the fact we’ve collectively saved over 14,000 people from an 
uncertain future under the Taliban. My thoughts go out to the ones we couldn’t get out and the 
13 US Marines and the US Navy Medic that will never come home.”  
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Ben added: “As a photographer, one important lesson I have learnt and try to pass on, is to 
listen to and trust your instincts. I let that guide me and it’s not let me down this far.  
 
There are moments that stick in your mind that are good and bad, a good one for me was a set 
of six-year-old twin girls and their family that we managed to capture them getting out of the 
crowd and followed them all the way to wheels up, seeing the tears of joy on their faces when 
buckling up the seatbelts on the aircraft will stay with me forever.” 
 
James, who teaches military public affairs at RAF Halton said “This is the proudest moment of 
my career. We were privileged enough to tell the stories of some Afghans and British service 
personnel but the work we did as an organisation ensured over 14,000 people got to safety 
and the opportunity to start new lives.” 
  
Deploying to Kabul was an opportunity to consolidate all our teaching into practice in an 
operational environment” James said. “The deployment has ensured that our teachings can be 
updated with the most relevant front-line experience.” 

 
James said “I was awestruck at the reach of our work, people whose stories we were telling 
one day were catapulted to the media stratosphere and broadcast globally the next. But it was 
a privilege to act as a vehicle for these stories to be told. And in many cases of our own 
service personnel, it ensures the good work they do doesn’t go unrecognised. The hard work 
and sacrifice of many is now forever consigned to posterity.” 
 
He continued “I’m still overwhelmed by what we managed to achieve, our initial target was the 
evacuation of five thousand personnel and in the end, due to the dedication and empathy of 
our people, we evacuated over 14000. They can now live their lives in dignity, free from 
oppression. I’ll always look back and remember for a short time in August 2021, militaries from 
across the world worked together to achieve one of the biggest operations in history and not 
to conduct an act of war, but to conduct an act of humanity. In the end we got people out, we 
saved lives.” 
 
Ben adds: “On a professional level, I have never seen this unprecedented level of coverage in 
the press from a Combat Camera Team of only two people, I received a lot of coverage when I 
was the Prime Minister’s photographer, but nothing compared to the concentrated exposure 
we received from this Operation. With over 20 front covers in 18 days from UK newspapers, 
hours of footage on the BBC and Sky news and an untold number of columns of news on the 
Internet, it was an unbelievable effort from all involved and one I will never forget.” 



21 
 

 
 
Petty Officer Ben Shread is an award-winning Military Photographer and Videographer, with 
over a decade of experience in global media operations. He has completed 22 years of service 
within the Royal Navy, which has seen him conduct media operations globally. This has 
included intelligence and public relations assignments in the Middle East, Afghanistan, 
America, the Far East and both the Arctic Circle and notably Antarctica, where he was 
seconded to work with the Foreign Commonwealth Office and the WWF to film their global 
media campaign. 
 
In that time, he has also been the Official Photographer for the Prime Minister's Office, where 
he served as the sole photographer for both Theresa May and Boris Johnson. This 
secondment saw him cover many high-profile engagements, including the transition of 
Prime Ministers, a State visit of the President of the USA, (London) G12 and G7 
summits (Osaka & Biarritz), United Nations General Assembly (New York) and a General 
Election.  
 
His most recent role has seen him working with the Joint Information Actions Group. This 
included delivering media operations and content capture training to National and 
International students, both at home and abroad. He also fulfils the role of lead photographer 
on the Combat Camera Team. 
 
Flight Lieutenant James Langan joined the RAF Regiment in 2009, training as an intelligence 
analyst and deploying to Afghanistan on Herrick 19. He subsequently left the military, 
completing his degree in International Relations and pursued a career as an Energy Trader, 
specialising in UK Gas market speculative hedging. Commissioning in 2019 into the Pers Trg 
Branch, James trained as a Defence Communicator before accepting a posting to Joint 
Information Activities Group (JIAG).  
 
As a Flight Lieutenant media instructor at JIAG, James delivers the Defence Communicator 
Course (DCC). The single point of training across Defence for the training of all tri-service 
media officers. Within this role he also provides bespoke Media Interview Awareness Training 
(MAIT) to senior ranks and specialist units. 
  
He deploys globally delivering the DCC to partner nations having recently spent 1 month in 
Lebanon training the Lebanese Armed Forces junior to senior officer cadre.  
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His unit has recently conducted DCC deliver to Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Kenya, Ukraine 
and due to deploy to Georgia and Lebanon again later this year. 
 
At Kabul, James was one half of a combat camera team. His team were responsible for the 
content capture, editing and production of all defence media from within theatre. Due to the 
non-permissive environment few global journalists operated there aside from four news 
teams, two of which were British. The CCT formed close working links with Sky News’ Stuart 
Ramsay and The Independent’s Kim Sengupta. The CCT also worked closely with the FCDO, 
Border Force and produced content directly for the British Ambassador to Afghanistan Sir 
Laurie Bristow.  
 
The content the team produced was utilised globally with requests received from both The 
Cabinet Office and No 10. One story alone made 16 media outlets front pages globally.   

 
Award Winning Journalist 
 
Lynne O'Donnell is an author, award-winning journalist, foreign correspondent, and war 
reporter. She has an MA in War Studies from King's 
College London, where she is visiting research fellow 
at the Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology & 
Neuroscience.  
 
She is a fellow of the Dart Centre for Journalism and 
Trauma at Columbia University's Graduate School of 
Journalism. 

  
Until recently Lynne was Kabul Bureau Chief for The 
Associated Press, leading the agency’s coverage of 
Afghanistan at a time of transition and turmoil. Prior 
to joining AP, Lynne served as Kabul Bureau Chief for 
Agence France-Presse from 2009 to 2010.  
 
She won the 2010 Human Rights Press Award for a 
series of reports on the conditions faced by Afghan 
women.  
 
Previously, she was the Asia features editor for the 
French agency. She also covered major breaking 
news stories across the region for AFP, including 
terrorist attacks and natural disasters, as well as the 
2008 Olympic Games.  
 

In the 1990’s, she spent six years reporting on Chinese economic 
issues as a commodities specialist with Reuters and was Beijing-
based China correspondent for The Australian newspaper, where her 
beat included Mongolia and North Korea. She also covered the 
aftermath of the 9/11 attacks on t 
 
he United States, reporting from Central Asia, the Middle East and 
Europe, including the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan and the 2003 Iraq 
war 
. 
In 2007, she authored “High Tea in Mosul: The True Story of Two 
Englishwomen in Iraq,” telling the story of how ordinary Iraqi people 
lived under Saddam Hussein’s rule, through the eyes of expatriate 
women married to Iraqis.  
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Jayne Casebury-Craig MVO MBA MA BA(Hons) PGCE 
retired from the Royal Air Force as a Wing Commander 
and is currently Communication and Engagement 
Manager at the Foreign, Commonwealth and 
Development Office.  Jayne has 25 years’ experience in 
Training and Development, HR, media, strategic 
communications, leadership development and a unique 
exposure as equerry to The Prince of Wales.   
 
She served as Media Advisor for UK Military to DCOM 
ISAF and strategic hub for UK media and media 
professionals in Afghanistan, working alongside the 
British Embassy and HQ ISAF public relations 
department.  
 
She has an MA in defence studies from Kings College, 

London.  Based in Oman for the last six years, Jayne has a desk in the British Embassy but 

works primarily to London and is currently involved in the Afghan Crisis Team. 
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