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INTRODUCTION 

 

  
ISIL fighters in Afghanistan, with their commander, Abu Rashid in the middle, during a 
documentary by Al Jazeera and Euronews, inside their territory. 
 
While Islamic State is on the run in Middle East where it is facing a resounding defeat that 
has resulted in territory loss, at the same time the Islamic State threat in Afghanistan has 
been steadily rising since last several months and regardless of how rosy the picture 
American officials paint, fact is Afghanistan is entering into uncharted waters where 
everyone is fighting their own war and everything is for the taking. In this complex mix, 
the rising threat of Islamic State Khorasan chapter, more commonly known as ISKP, is 
giving both Afghan security forces and Taliban some tough time. 
 
Couple of months ago, a Taliban commander Qari Hekmat in Jawzjan province defected to 
ISKP in northern Afghanistan. He and fighters loyal to him then went on to enslave local 
women and set up a training school for 300-600 children.  
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Afghan kids in an ISKP training school 
 
In early October, Hekmat’s fighters overran most Taliban positions in Qush Tepa district. 
Taliban in return launched their counter-offensive, which failed. While the Taliban were 
able to re-take a number of villages, Hekmat’s fighters retook those areas in their own 
counter-counter offensive. Eventually, the Taliban had to retreat. There are still 
shockwaves within Taliban ranks after they faced stunning defeat at the hands of ISKP in 
several key battles. Earlier in February 2017 six Red Cross workers were killed in an ambush 
in the same restive Jawzjan province. The strong presence established some six months 
ago in two districts of Jawzjan province marks a new inroad in Afghanistan by Islamic 
State. Hekmat’s Taliban fighters had long held sway in Darz Aab and Qushtepa districts, 
with the Afghan government having little control, residents who fled to Shiberghan, some 
120 km away (75 miles). When Hekmat had a falling-out with the central Taliban 
leadership and switched allegiance, his men were joined by about 400 IS-affiliated fighters 
from China, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Pakistan, Chechnya and elsewhere, according to Darz 
Aab’s district chief, Baz Mohammad Dawar. Foreign militants have long operated in the 
border areas of Afghanistan, and in Jawzjan they had typically moved from place to place, 
occasionally cooperating with the Taliban. But once they came to stay, life changed for the 
worse, according to three families and local officials who spoke to Reuters, even by the 
war-weary standards of Afghanistan. “IS took our women as slaves, or forcefully made 
them marry a fighter. The Taliban never did that,” said Sayed Habibullah, a Darz Aab 
resident. “The Taliban had mercy and we spoke the same language, but IS fighters are 
foreigners, much more brutal and barbaric.” Jawzjan's police chief Faqir Mohammad 
Jawzjani said, “Whether it is Islamic State or Taliban, they are our enemy. And they have to 
be eliminated.” 
 
There were some recent reports that Taliban have captured the Baloch area and two 
security posts in Sherin Tagab district of northern Faryab province. This area was being 
held by pro-government militias. While Taliban have been putting up a fight and 
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achieving some successes, ISKP is still giving hard time to Taliban in Nangarhar, where 
ISKP continues to claim more attacks every week, targeting both Afghan security forces as 
well as Taliban. See ISKP claims for minor and major attacks in Nangarhar here, here, here, 
here, here, and here. ISKP also recently released a photo report from Nangarhar 
purportedly showing ISKP battles against Taliban. 
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ISKP clashes with Taliban and Afghan security forces have also been receiving almost 
consistent coverage in Islamic State's Al-Naba magazine. For instance, in issue # 108 of Al-
Naba, IS mentioned in detail its ops against Taliban and Afghan forces in Nangarhar. In the 
same issue of Al-Naba, IS also claimed ISKP fighters have captured 18 villages in Khogyani, 
Nangarhar from Taliban. This is the same area where intense battles between Taliban and 
ISKP have been raging for last couple of months now. 
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There are also multiple credible reports that foreign fighters are joining ISKP in droves. “A 
large number of Daesh fighters are foreign fighters", Afghan envoy to US Hamdullah 
Mohib had said in November. Those numbers have been further bolstered by “a small 
number of Afghans within,” Mohib said. “The Taliban, some of the factions — some of the 
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irreconcilable elements that are much more extreme — are also joining Daesh.” More 
recently, in December, there were credible reports of French foreign fighters of ISKP in 
Afghanistan. This is being viewed as a worrying trend by many Afghanistan watchers. "A 
number" of Algerian and French nationals entered the largely ISKP-controlled district of 
Darzab in northern Jowzjan province in November, said district governor Baaz 
Mohammad Dawar. At least two women were among the arrivals, who were travelling 
with a translator from Tajikistan as well as Chechens and Uzbeks, Dawar added. European 
and Afghan security sources in Kabul confirmed Dawar's claim that French citizens were 
among the fighters -- though, one cautioned, "we do not know how many there are". 
Mohammad Raza Ghafoori, the Jowzjan provincial governor's spokesman, said French-
speaking Caucasian men and women had been seen training ISKP fighters in Darzab. He 
cited reports saying that around 50 children, some as young as 10, have also been 
recruited by the fighters. Darzab residents told AFP that roughly 200 foreigners had set up 
camp just a few hundred metres from the village of Bibi Mariam. Locals along with district 
governor Dawar warned the fighters were also exploiting natural resources, such as 
precious stones and metals. One of the security sources said that two of the French had 
been nicknamed "The Engineers" and appeared to be organising some sort of extraction, 
"but we do not know what they are looking for". 
 
All this time ISKP has continued to recruit young men, children and women in Jawzjan 
province. "During the winter it has been difficult to fight in Afghanistan as it is a 
mountainous country, but in the harsh winter, the militants remarkably step up efforts to 
recruit locals. The ISKP militants, in Darzab and Qush Tepa as well, are trying to enroll more 
people before the next spring and summer, known as fighting season," an Afghan security 
official said. The official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said ISKP has been working 
on a plan to capture more areas in the two important districts laying in southwestern of 
provincial capital Shiberghan city. "Nowadays, the Taliban lost all territory in Darzab and 
have no presence there. Only central parts and surrounding areas of the district 
headquarters in Darzab is controlled by the government forces and most parts of the 
district are under IS control," said Halima Sadat, a member of local Afghan provincial 
council. 
 
When ISKP opened shop in Afghanistan, American officials estimated the number of ISKP 
fighters to be around 1,000. But my research indicates that this figure is old and obsolete 
and presently ISKP has somewhere around 3,000-4,000 active fighters and facilitators. This 
figure includes ISKP recruits currently going through training camps. If these figures are 
even near accurate, this growth projection shows that within the next one year ISKP will 
likely have around 8,000-10,000 active fighters and facilitators. 
 
More Attacks, More Chaos 
 
While the caliphate is in decline in Middle East, it is waging a ferocious war in AfPak region 
and has been claiming attacks almost every day. ISKP, right now, is the most active 
franchise of Islamic State, both in terms of media activity as well as on-ground operations. 
While ISKP and Taliban have been clashing in battles in Afghanistan, these intra-Jihadi 
clashes actually constitute a minority of ISKP ops. A majority of ISKP operations are being 
carried out against Afghan security forces and government. Most recent major attack 
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carried out by ISKP against Afghan government was in Kabul on 18th December where 
inghamasi ISKP fighters attacked building of Afghan intelligence agency NDS.  
 

 
Aftermath of ISKP attack on NDS building 
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Islamic State released photo of the two Jihadis - identified by IS as Salman Al-Khurasani 
and Saifullah Al-Kunduzi - responsible for attack on NDS facility in Kabul 
 
Meanwhile in Pakistan, ISKP carried out an attack targeting a Methodist Church in Quetta, 
just one day before the attack on NDS building in Kabul. Two would-be suicide bombers 
entered the church - where around 400 people were attending a prayer - with the 
intention to kill as many as possible. But thanks to the bravery of a Pakistani cop, only one 
suicide bomber could detonate his jacket. The other would-be bomber was taken out by 
the cop with a headshot. A total of nine people were killed in the attack and another 57 
injured. While Pakistani officials called it a failed attack because it didn't go as ISKP had 
planned, the fact is ISKP doesn't actually consider such attacks as failed attacks. As far as 
ISKP is concerned, this was a successful attack. When recently a Bangladeshi would-be 
suicide bomber attempted to carry out a bombing in Manhattan, IS fanboys as well as IS 
magazine Al-Naba praised him and called it a successful infiltration. To IS, an attacker 
simply successfully infiltrating through the security apparatus of a state is enough to call it 
a successful attack, regardless of number of casualties. 
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The Church in Quetta, Pakistan that was targeted by IS 
 
The attack in Quetta claimed by ISKP was not the only attack in Pakistan that was claimed 
by ISKP. Sure enough, this attack only came on the heels of similar smaller attacks in 
Pakistan that were claimed by ISKP. Two of such attacks are: 
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24th November 2017: SVBIED (Suicide Vehicle Borne Improvised Explosive Device) attack 
targeting police official Additional I.G. M. Ashraf's convoy which killed him and at least one 
other cop in Hayatabad, Peshawar. The attack was claimed by Islamic State. You can follow 
my Twitter thread on this attack here. 
 

 AIG M. 
Ashraf Noor 
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2. 29th November 2017: A gun attack in Pakistan's capital Islamabad targeting a Shia 
mosque killed an official of Intelligence Bureau (IB) along with one other Shia man, and 
four were injured. This attack was first claimed by Lashkar-e-Jhangvi Al-Alami and later by 
Islamic State. This wasn't the first such attack in Pakistan that was claimed by both these 
groups. LeJA had made some glaring mistakes in its claim and then what followed was an 
online spat between LeJA and ISKP Jihadis. You can follow my Twitter thread on this 
attack here. 
 
Enemy At the Gates 
 
Earlier in the summer of 2017, ISKP captured Tora Bora, which gives it easy access into 
Pakistan through a terrain that is almost impossible for any security force to man up to 
100%. The remote, mountainous area contains a complex set of caves bordering Pakistan 
and became well-known because former al-Qaida chief Osama bin Laden was cornered 
there by an American-led team, a few months after the September 11, 2001 attacks. 
Amusingly, the Tora Bora cave network was financed by CIA and this is the same Tora Bora 
where US dropped MOAB in April of 2017. 
 
The growing ISKP presence along Pak-Afghan border and increase in ISKP-claimed attacks 
in Pakistan poses a great challenge for Pakistan, that has still not been able to properly 
secure the Afghan border. Sure enough, attacks against Pakistani military convoys, 
soldiers and check-posts along Pak-Afghan border are almost routine now. No week 
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passes by when one of the many groups operating in the region doesn't claim an attack 
along Pak-Afghan border targeting Pakistani troops. Most of these attacks are claimed by 
Jamaat-ul-Ahrar and Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan but it is only a matter of time before ISKP 
starts launching its own coordinated offensive ops against Pakistani forces from 
Afghanistan. This would pose a dilemma for Pakistan because while security cooperation 
between Pakistan-Afghanistan has somewhat improved recently, it's still nowhere near 
where it should be for Pakistan to be able to successfully tackle the ISKP threat. Pakistani 
Generals also do not trust the Afghan Generals and many Pakistani intelligence officials 
privately say that elements within Afghan security services are aiding ISKP in an attempt to 
use it against Taliban and Pakistan. These concerns are not restricted to Pakistan but are 
also being voiced in Afghanistan by several Afghan officials. Former Afghan President 
Hamid Karzai, who was once backed by United States, has even said that US is providing 
weapons to ISKP and is using the group as a 'tool'. Somewhat similar concerns have been 
shared by Russians and the Chinese. While one can debate whether these statements from 
different parties involved in Afghanistan is just rhetoric, disinformation or has some truth 
in it, what can be said with absolute surety is that Pakistani Generals would not like to and 
cannot afford to completely leave the ISKP threat up to Afghan security forces to handle. 
Indeed, Afghan security forces simply don't have the capacity to handle the threats it is 
supposed to tackle in Afghanistan and it has failed to stop cross-border attacks against 
Pakistani troops. This leaves Pakistan with very few options, and all of those options start 
with Pakistan taking matters into own hands. It would be foolish of Pakistan to rely on US 
allied forces and Afghan troops to come to its aid if ISKP launches coordinated cross-
border assaults against Pakistan. 
 
Another worrying factor for Pakistan will prove to be IS foreign fighters, particularly those 
who have fought actively in Syria and Iraq. These are battle-hardened experienced fighters 
and have somewhat excelled in waging guerrilla warfare. These fighters hold the potential 
to launch spectacular and bloody cross-border attacks once they have made themselves 
familiar with their new neighborhood. 
 
While it is true that US allied forces have been carrying out operations against ISKP in 
Afghanistan, American officials as well as key Afghan officials believe to be close to US 
have consistently downplayed the ISKP threat. These officials say that ISKP is still not as big 
of a threat for Afghanistan as is the Taliban, but this notion may very soon prove to be a 
misguided one. The newly empowered CIA, thanks to President Donald Trump, is now 
going on a new covert assassination campaign in Afghanistan to target key Taliban 
commanders and ideologues. While American officials will obviously like to claim that 
they hope to cripple the Taliban insurgency with this campaign, one would be doubtful of 
its predicted success. For starters, a question arises: what happens to the militants loyal to 
a commander who has just been assassinated in a CIA op? Maybe US & Afghans will try to 
recruit them to join pro-government militias, but the more likely scenario is a large portion 
of these militants would end up joining the more radical ISKP. The most radical elements 
within Taliban already hold sympathetic views towards ISKP and while most of them have 
been kept in line by Taliban commanders so far, a few successful CIA assassinations of 
these commanders is all it's going to take for many of these more radical Taliban 
insurgents to switch sides. Most militants ideally want to fight for the side that is winning, 
and with Taliban losing men to ISKP and ISKP gaining strength as it reinforces its presence 
in Afghanistan, it is also likely that many militants from pro-government militias raised by 
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Kabul may consider switching sides. These pro-government militants have been already 
defecting to the Taliban in low numbers but that could also change soon. If history is 
witness to anything, raising militias in Afghanistan has almost always backfired. 
 
Afghanistan will continue to be a terrorist pressure-cooker for next several months but we 
all - and most importantly Pakistan - need to worry and prepare for the time when this 
pressure cooker explodes. 
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