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AM: My first guest this morning is the head of the armed forces, 

General Sir Nick Carter. Before I speak to him let me play part of a 

conversation we had back in July, just before the Americans 

withdrew from Afghanistan. 

 

QUOTE 

AM: The Taliban claim they’ve got 85 per cent now of the country. 

Other people say it’s between a third and half of the country, but 

nonetheless they’re moving very fast across rural Afghanistan. Is 

there a chance, do you think, that they’re going to take the entire 

place over? 

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

that the Afghan government is pursuing a very sensible strategy of 

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

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

retain the provincial capitals, there wherewithal to supply those 

provincial capitals, and therefore have control over the majority of 

the population, who are now increasingly urbanised. 

END OF QUOTE 

 

AM: General Sir Nick Carter joins me now live from Wiltshire. Blunt 

question, General: how did you get it so wrong? 

NC: I think everybody got it wrong is the straight answer. And as 

was said earlier in your programme even the Taliban didn’t expect 

things to change as quickly as they did. I think there’s been a lot 

of talk about a failure of intelligence and all of that. I mean, the 

plain fact is, and I said to you on that programme when you 

interviewed me on July 11th, that there are a number of scenarios 

that could play out, and one of them certainly would be a collapse 
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and state fracture. It was the pace of it that surprised us, and I 

don’t think we realised quite what the Taliban were up to. They 

weren’t really fighting for the cities they eventually captured, they 

were negotiating for them. And I think you’ll find a lot of money 

changed hands as they managed to buy off those who might have 

fought for them.  

 

AM: There does seem to have been however, quite a serious 

failure of intelligence, because you, I mean, you talk about three 

different scenarios in that interview, you talked about the Afghan 

government carrying on, the country fracturing and different tribes 

running different areas, or some kind of power sharing deal after 

the civil fight. And one thing we didn’t talk about was the Taliban 

takeover. So was the military intelligence wrong? 

NC: No, and I think, you know, the first scenario I think I also said 

that it was entirely possible that the government wouldn’t hold on 

for that much longer, and indeed many of the assessments 

suggested that it would last the course of the year, and of course 

that’s proven to be correct. But I think where we now find 

ourselves is that it’s very interesting how the Taliban are going to 

struggle with governing the country. It’s one thing achieving unity 

of purpose to knock a government over, it’s quite another trying to 

govern a country. And what we’ve seen of course is it’s 

factionalising and you’ve got a real rift between the Akharnis (?), 

the southerners from Kandahar and of course the political 

commission who’ve been resident in Dohar for so many years. And 

whether they pull that together or not I think is the really 

interesting question at the moment.  

 

AM: The Foreign Secretary, Dominc Raab, said the military 

intelligence was clearly wrong. Was he wrong? 

NC: The fact of the matter is that it’s not purely about military 

intelligence. The way it works in this country is we have the Joint 

Intelligence Committee, which sits inside the Cabinet Office. So 

what they do is to pull together the sources from the Ministry of 
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Defence, and of course from the Foreign Office, the inter-agencies 

and secret intelligence services, and of course wider open source 

material. So it’s really a much broader thing than just strictly 

military intelligence. I think the point I would make is that - 

 

AM: I’m sorry. So the Foreign Secretary is wrong to blame purely 

military intelligence being wrong, it was lots of people were 

wrong. I think what surprises people from the outside is that this 

was such a comprehensive failure of intelligence. We spend a lot 

of money in this country on different kinds of intelligence 

gathering and yet we couldn’t see what was plainly happening, 

which was that the Taliban were taking the entire country over 

very fast indeed.  

NC: Yeah, but it’s not just about the Taliban of course. You know, 

there were two sides to this conflict. What I don’t think anybody 

predicted was how fragile that Afghan government was and how 

fragile it was in relation to the command of its armed forces. And 

I’ve often said armed forces fight on the basis of the components 

of fighting power, which are the conceptual, the physical and the 

moral. What was extremely difficult for anybody to know was how 

vulnerable that moral component was, and that ultimately was 

what determined what happened here. 

 

AM: Well, the West has been humiliated and the West has failed. 

We’ve been in Afghanistan for 20 years, many people have died, 

many people have been grievously injured, we’ve spent a huge 

amount of money. At some point somebody is going to have to 

take some kind of responsibility. As the head of our armed forces, 

will you be taking responsibility for that? 

NC: Let me come back to that specific question. I think, you know, 

it is too early to say what will happen in Afghanistan. I mean, I 

often say that 60 per cent of Afghans have been born since 2001, 

when the Taliban were last in charge. And the fact of the matter is 

that they have a very different view of what a modern state might 

look like. It is possible that those people will get a much stronger 
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voice in what happens in the future. It is possible that the Taliban 

can reach some form of political compromise and end up with a 

more inclusive government, and that would be down to the efforts 

of the international community has put in during the course of the 

last 20 years. So let’s just wait and see before we jump to too 

many hasty conclusions. On the face of it, it doesn’t look good at 

the moment, but let’s see what happens, it may well change. And 

it supports one of the things that we, as military people do, is we 

do take responsibility, and I will absolutely take responsibility for 

where I’ve made mistakes as the Chief of Defence Staff in the last 

two to three years. 

 

AM: Well, let’s look at the other side of the picture, which is the 

behaviour of British soldiers and our armed forces as Kabul fell, 

because there’s a lot to be proud of there as well. 

NC: There absolutely is. I mean, the op-pitting(?) as we called it, 

the operation that we planned from January onwards - and again 

many people say it was all done in haste. The fact of the matter 

was it was very well planned right across government, but 

particularly in the Ministry of Defence, from January onwards 

when we were able to respond very quickly when President Biden 

made his decision in April. And then of course what you saw 

playing out on the ground, of course it looked chaotic and it would 

look chaotic because the way that operation was conceived was 

that we weren’t expecting to have to cooperate with the Taliban, 

we were expecting to cooperate with Afghan security forces who 

we knew and had liaised with over a long period of time. And I 

think what you saw there was the agility and flexibility of the 

soldiers and troops more broadly on the ground, and you saw a 

huge, Herculean effort by our air transport fleet. Some 165 flights 

went in and out of Kabul during that period. And you saw some 

people working together across government on the ground in, I 

think, a very impressive fashion. And we should take great pride in 

the way our armed forces did that. 
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AM: And you got a lot of people out, but you left a lot of people 

behind, some absolutely aghast, worried, scared, tear-stained 

families of interpreters. Interpreters, people who’d worked with 

the British military are stuck behind. What are we going to do to 

get them out? 

NC: Well, I think it’s been said very clearly that the government 

still has the programme open and our Afghan relocation assistance 

policy is available still to those who are on it, and indeed new 

applicants will be welcomed. And there will be means of getting 

those applicants, with the right paperwork, out through third 

countries, and that continues to go and that is the narrative that is 

being pushed out there and that’s what we hope those who need 

to still come from Afghanistan will listen to and will follow. 

 

AM: You’ve talked about mistakes earlier on. You said that the 

Taliban had probably changed. ‘It may well be that a Taliban that 

is more reasonable and less repressive.’ Do you regret saying 

that? 

NC: No, because again I think it’s too early to say. I mean, I think 

if you listen to the words that come from the political commission, 

you know, there is the possibility that they want to govern in a 

way that is less repressive than we’ve seen in the past. I also think 

they’re not stupid enough to know (sic), as I said a moment ago, 

that the Afghan people have changed and they want a slightly 

different form of governance. But there are going to be some real 

challenges with the point I made about it being factionalised. You 

know, the military types may well have a different view, the 

Afghanis may have a different view, the rank and file will have a 

different view, and we’re also already seeing really worrying 

stories coming out of the rural areas of Afghanistan. The point 

about Afghanistan is it’s two countries. There’s a rural Afghanistan 

and there’s an urban Afghanistan. And they are very different. And 

I think again it’s just - we mustn’t simplify this problem, it’s going 

to be much more complicated than we might imagine.  
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AM: But there’s also a problem about listening to people in Dohar 

rather than in Kabul and in rural Afghanistan. I’m going to play a 

video, which I know you can’t see because you’re standing outside 

at the moment, but I’m sure you’re familiar with it. It’s a 

propaganda video shown on Afghan TV and it shows a victory 

march past by the Taliban. And some of it’s fairly familiar stuff, it’s 

rockets and it’s guns and so forth. But then there are flatbed 

trucks with suicide vests on them and IED roadside bombs and 

cars rigged up as bombs, and all the panoply of the terrorism that 

we’ve been so used to. That does look to me and many people 

like the Taliban has changed. Does it to you? 

NC: Again I think, you know, we need to understand why they did 

that parade. And my expectation is that they were celebrating the 

way in which they won. That doesn’t necessarily mean that they 

will use that in the way in which they govern. If they are able to 

form an inclusive government, which I think is the open question 

at the moment.  

 

AM: You mentioned what’s been going on in rural Afghanistan, 

rightly. We’ve seen what appears to be the murder of a folk singer 

in Baghlan province. We’ve seen Taliban fighters executing at least 

two senior police officers in public. We’ve seen the use of tear gas 

overnight on a women’s rights protest. Again I put it to you there 

is no sign whatever at the moment the Taliban is going to be less 

repressive than it used to be.  

NC: But Andrew, I come back to the point I made earlier when 

you asked me about this. It’s too early to say. I think there are 

some really worrying signs coming out of rural Afghanistan, but 

equally there may be different signs coming out of urban 

Afghanistan. If the political commission is able to form an inclusive 

government it is possible that they may govern less repressively. 

We have to wait and see. At the moment, you know, they’ve 

suffered from what we military called catastrophic success. And as 

was said earlier in your programme, they were not expecting to be 

in government as quickly as they have appeared. And the reality is 
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they’re trying to find their feet. It’s one thing governing rural 

districts where it’s about discipline, it’s about low level taxation, 

it’s about low level governance. It’s quite another thing trying to 

govern what has become a modern state of 38 million people with 

modern cities and modern infrastructure. And they are not 

qualified for that and they are finding their feet at the moment. I 

don’t have any particularly optimistic expectation, I just know that 

we need to hold our breath and see what happens and made sure 

that we are encouraging them as an international community to 

govern in a different way. And goodness me, they’re going to have 

to think about how they run that economy. I should think there’s 

over nine billion dollars that are being held in banks in the United 

States of America which will be needed. So we need to wait and 

see how this happens and recognise that they’re probably going to 

need a bit of help in order to run a modern state effectively. And if 

they behave, then perhaps they’ll get some help. 

 

AM: Now, I know that you’ve been in and out of the region a lot 

yourself recently. Do you think that the Taliban had help from 

inside Pakistan? 

NC: Well, we all know that many of the Taliban’s leadership was 

based in Pakistan. And indeed, amongst the sort of three million-

odd refugees you have in Afghanistan you can understand why 

that would be the case. The extent to which they were actually 

helped I think is a debatable question which I’m not really 

qualified to answer on. I just know that it was relatively 

straightforward for people to pass back and forth across that 

border during the course of the last 20 years. 

 

AM: So talking of people crossing back and forward across that 

border, do you know if Al Qaeda fighters have been moving across 

the border recently? 

NC: Well, I think we know, back from June-July onwards there 

were definitely reports of Al Qaeda affiliated foreign fighters 

fighting alongside parts of the Taliban. So our expectation is that 
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there are still those sorts of people around. And of course one of 

the tests that we, as an international community, will absolutely 

hold on any future government in Afghanistan is the extent to 

which they are prepared to stop international terror being 

exported from Afghanistan. So that’ll be something that 

everybody’s watching very carefully. 

 

AM: Does that mean that we are more likely to have a terror 

attack, we are slightly less safe in this country because of what’s 

happened? 

NC: A lot will depend on whether or not a effective government 

can be formed. If we end up with the sort of facture that we 

suggested could happen when we talked last in July, then I think 

all bets are off. You know, it will critically depend upon effective 

government, and we all know, because we saw it, tragically, last 

week, that attack on the airport from Islamic State, Khorasan, that 

there are some really bad people out there, and the extent to 

which those bad people are able to flourish will very much depend 

upon whether the Taliban are able to form an effective 

government and an effective security structure to make sure that 

terrorist threat doesn’t get exported.  

 

AM: You’ve repeatedly talked about the need for the Taliban to be 

an effective government to, as it were, hold the country together. 

Does that mean that you think we should actually recognise the 

Taliban now? 

NC: No, certainly not. No, I think what we’ve got to do is - I mean, 

one has to be engaged. Let’s be clear, and people said earlier in 

your programme, there’s a serious humanitarian problem in that 

country. And whoever is in power is going to need humanitarian 

support, and that’s something that we owe to the people of 

Afghanistan. And I think we’re also go to lay the test on them that 

if people want to leave Afghanistan and come to countries in the 

West, you know, they need to enable that. So if they can pass 

those two tests they’re going in the right direction. But as I said a 
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moment ago, if they can’t form an inclusive government that is a 

government for all Afghans, then I think it’ll be very challenging 

for people to recognise them.  

 

AM: You spoke honourably about taking responsibility a little 

earlier on. You also said you’d made a few mistakes. What were 

they? 

NC: Mistakes as the Chief of Defence Staff? I dunno. Putting it to 

one side. I sure we could have argued for more resources. who 

knows? But I think that, you know, I think when you look back on 

your time there are some things you do well and there are some 

things you do less well. And if you have your time again I’m sure 

you’d find that as a journalist you might have made different 

choices. And I think we all need to be humble enough to admit 

those. 

AM: A good way to end. General Sir Nick Carter, thanks very much 

indeed for joining us this morning.  

ENDS 


