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T H E 
H O U S E 
HEALTH 
REFORM 
B I L L

DEAL REACHED 
IN HONDURAS TO 
RESTORE OUSTED 
P R E S I D E N T

LOTTE MANNINEN, WA-
SHINGTON THE SENATE 
SHOULD PAY ATTEN-
TION TO THE HEALTH 
CARE REFORM BILL 
UNVEILED ON THURS-
DAY BY HOUSE DEMOC-
RATIC LEADERS. THE 
BILL WOULD GREATLY 
EXPAND COVERAGE OF 
THE UNINSURED WHILE 
REDUCING BUDGET DE-
FICITS OVER THE NEXT 
DECADE AND PROBAB-
LY BEYOND. IT INCLU-
DES A PUBLIC OPTION 
THAT IS WEAKER THAN 
WE WOULD LIKE, BUT IT 
STILL DESERVES TO BE 
APPROVED BY THE HOU-
SE.

The coverage expansions 
would carry a net cost to the 
federal government of $894 
billion over the next decade, 
according to the Congressio-
nal Budget Office. Yet the 
bill would generate enough 
revenue from new taxes and 
from savings in Medicare to 
offset that cost and reduce 

LOTTE MANNINEN, ME-
XICO CITY A LINGERING 
POLITICAL CRISIS IN 
HONDURAS SEEMED TO 
BE NEARING AN END ON 
FRIDAY AFTER THE DE 
FACTO GOVERNMENT 
AGREED TO A DEAL, 
PENDING LEGISLATIVE 

the deficit by $104 billion 
over the course of the deca-
de. 

The chief source of tax 
revenue would be a surchar-
ge on the portion of annual 
income above $1 million for 
couples and $500,000 for in-
dividuals. The wealthy pros-
pered enormously from tax 
cuts under the Bush admi-
nistration. It is fitting that 
they pay a heavy share of the 
cost of health care reform. 

The bill requires emp-
loyers, except for small 
businesses, to offer health 
coverage to their workers 
and pay a substantial share 
of the premiums or face a 
big penalty. That would be 
a useful prod to make in-
surance more available and 
affordable to employees. 

The bill would meet Pre-
sident Obama’s insistence 
that health care reform not 
add to the deficit — pro-
vided Congress holds firm 
on slowing the growth rate 
of payments to health care 
providers serving Medica-
re. Of special importance, 
the trend line for deficits 
would be heading down to-
ward the end of the deca-
de, suggesting that it would 
continue on down thereafter. 
This is a fiscally prudent 
bill, not a reckless dash to-
ward ever-higher deficits as 

APPROVAL, THAT 
WOULD ALLOW MANUEL 
ZELAYA, THE DEPOSED 
PRESIDENT, TO RETURN 
TO OFFICE.

The government of Ro-
berto Micheletti, which had 
refused to let Mr. Zelaya re-
turn, signed an agreement 

Republicans contend.
(To make ends meet, the 

Democrats dropped a costly 
fix for the unrealistic formu-
la used to reimburse doctors 
under Medicare. That will be 
tackled in separate legislati-
on, and ought to be paid for 
with new revenue.)

Under this bill, the num-
ber of uninsured would 
plummet. Since Congress is 
determined to exclude ille-
gal immigrants, the salient 
fact is that by 2019, the bill 
would provide insurance to 
96 percent of all nonelderly 
citizens and legal residents, 
leaving about 12 million of 
them uninsured. It would 
achieve this feat by making 
a lot more people eligible 
for Medicaid, a program 
for the poor, and by helping 
tens of millions of low- and 
moderate-income people buy 
policies on new insurance 
exchanges, in which private 
plans and possibly a pub-
lic plan would compete for 
people who lack employer-
provided insurance or work 
in small companies. 

Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
wanted a strong, money-
saving public option that 
would pay hospitals and 
doctors based on Medicare 
rates, but she could not win 
over enough conservative 
Democrats. Her fallback 

with Mr. Zelaya’s negotiators 
late Thursday that would 
pave the way for the Hon-
duran Congress to restore 
the ousted president and 
allow him to serve out the 
remaining three months of 
his term. If Congress agrees, 
control of the army would 
shift to the electoral court, 
and the presidential election 
set for Nov. 29 would be re-
cognized by both sides. 

On Friday, Secretary of 
State Hillary Rodham Clin-
ton called the deal “an histo-
ric agreement.”

is to have the secretary of 
health and human services 
negotiate rates with health 
care providers as private in-
surers do. 

The Congressional 
Budget Office considers this 
so weak that it might attract 
only 6 million of an estima-
ted 30 million people buying 
insurance on the exchanges 
in 2019. Its premiums might 
exceed the average priva-
te plan, in part because the 
sickest people might migrate 
to the public plan. 

Still, the House bill has a 
lot of provisions for consu-
mers to like. It would requi-
re insurers to allow young 
people through age 26 to re-
main on their parents’ poli-
cies. It would provide help to 
people who have been unin-
sured for several months or 
denied coverage because of 
pre-existing conditions. It 
would speed elimination of 
a gap in drug coverage for 
Medicare beneficiaries (the 
so-called doughnut hole) and 
would give the government 
power to negotiate drug pri-
ces on behalf of Medicare 
beneficiaries, a promising 
way to reduce costs.

The bill would take a st-
ride toward universal cove-
rage while remaining fiscally 
responsible. Senate leaders 
should try to do as well.

“I cannot think of anot-
her example of a country in 
Latin America that, having 
suffered a rupture of its de-
mocratic order, overcame 
such a crisis through nego-
tiation,” Mrs. Clinton said 
in Islamabad, where she has 
been meeting with officials.

The accord came after a 
team of American diplomats 
flew to Tegucigalpa. The as-
sistant secretary of state for 
Western Hemisphere affairs, 
Thomas A. Shannon Jr., 
warned that time was run-
ning out for an agreement.
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JERRY JÄPPINEN AFG-
HAN SECURITY FORCES 
SECURE THE ROOF OF A 
PRIVATE GUEST HOUSE, 
THE SCENE OF A TALI-
BAN ATTACK IN KABUL 
ON WEDNESDAY. PEOP-
LE GO ABOUT THEIR BU-
SINESS IN DOWNTOWN 
KABUL IN THE DAYS 
BEFORE THE ATTACK. 
KABUL UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS CHANT ANTI-
AMERICAN SLOGANS AS 
THEY BURN AN EFFIGY 
OF PRESIDENT OBAMA. 
THE STUDENTS WERE 
PROTESTING THE PRE-
SENCE OF AMERICAN 
TROOPS IN AFGHANIS-
TAN.

I returned to Kabul last 
week after three years away. 
What would I recognize; 
what would be new; would I 
like what I saw?

It was dusk when I arri-
ved and the smells of early 

fall hung in the air: wood 
smoke from fires lit to take 
off the evening chill; ven-
dors cooking kebabs on open 
grills and roasting husked 
corn in pots that look like 
giant woks. In some neigh-
borhoods the stench of open 
sewers mixed with friendlier 
smells. The mountains that 
surround the city were more 
muted by smog than when I 
was here last, but that see-
med a product of something 
positive—the presence of 
people, of work. Vendors 
hawked everything, pressing 
their wares—soap, telepho-
ne cards, gum–against our 
car window.

You could almost forget 
about the war from hour to 
hour, but then there would be 
a suicide bomb or gun attack 
in the middle of town and 
you would realize that soo-
ner or later, the war would 
come to you.

There was none of the ten-
sion so familiar to me from 
Iraq. No one rushed along 
the street looking straight 
ahead. A few days later a 
friend called and asked if I 
wanted to go out to dinner—
Italian, French or Lebanese, 

she asked.
I couldn’t go that night, 

but it felt unreal. I had been 
reading about an Afghanis-
tan where the war was get-
ting worse, Americans were 
being blown up, where Gene-
ral McChrystal had predicted 
a steady slide south unless 
more troops were sent. Was 
I even in the same country?

Over the next three days I 
talked to ordinary Afghans: 
refugees from Helmand who 
had come to live in Kabul, 
shopkeepers, engineers. I 
went outside Kabul and tal-
ked to more people, phar-
macists, farmers, constructi-
on workers, livestock sellers, 
university students.

Everywhere the story 
was the same. The war, the 
real war, where people were 
dying, was beyond the city 
limits. You couldn’t see it in 
Kabul, but it was part of eve-
ry conversation. If you go 20 
kilometers south, someone 
said, you’re in bandit count-
ry. If you go west just over 
the bridge, the Taliban own 
the roads after sundown, if 
you go north, you’ll be fine, 
but don’t turn off the main 
road. 

They talked about relati-
ves in far away places who 
had been killed, threatened, 
had their sheep or houses ta-
ken: in Kandahar, in Balkh, 
in Wardak. All they wanted 
was security—more than 
jobs or food or education. 
“My house is two kilometers 
from here, but I can not go 
there because I am a govern-
ment pharmacist and the Ta-
liban don’t like the govern-
ment. They may come and 
make trouble,” said Abdul-
lah Wasay, 60, a pharmacist 
in Charikar, a one-time front 
line between the Taliban and 
the anti-Taliban Northern 
Alliance. “We need security; 
we need peace.”

Kabul was Saigon. Wes-
terners could drink beer and 
eat Afghan food while a ru-
ral insurgency gathered st-
rength, moving from village 
to village, from areas where 
the Americans had added 
troops to areas where there 
were European troops who 
fought less aggressively or 
places where there were no 
troops at all.

And you would realize 
that sooner or later, the war 
would come to you.

K A BU L , 
ECHOES 
O F 
SA IG ON
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T H E 
H O U S E 
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B I L L
LOTTE MANNINEN, WA-
SHINGTON THE SENATE 
SHOULD PAY ATTEN-
TION TO THE HEALTH 
CARE REFORM BILL 
UNVEILED ON THURS-
DAY BY HOUSE DEMOC-
RATIC LEADERS. THE 
BILL WOULD GREATLY 
EXPAND COVERAGE OF 
THE UNINSURED WHILE 
REDUCING BUDGET DE-
FICITS OVER THE NEXT 
DECADE AND PROBAB-
LY BEYOND. IT INCLU-
DES A PUBLIC OPTION 
THAT IS WEAKER THAN 
WE WOULD LIKE, BUT IT 
STILL DESERVES TO BE 
APPROVED BY THE HOU-
SE.

The coverage expansions 
would carry a net cost to the 
federal government of $894 
billion over the next decade, 
according to the Congressio-
nal Budget Office. Yet the 
bill would generate enough 
revenue from new taxes and 
from savings in Medicare to 
offset that cost and reduce 

the deficit by $104 billion 
over the course of the deca-
de. 

The chief source of tax 
revenue would be a surchar-
ge on the portion of annual 
income above $1 million for 
couples and $500,000 for in-
dividuals. The wealthy pros-
pered enormously from tax 
cuts under the Bush admi-
nistration. It is fitting that 
they pay a heavy share of the 
cost of health care reform. 

The bill requires emp-
loyers, except for small 
businesses, to offer health 
coverage to their workers 
and pay a substantial share 
of the premiums or face a 
big penalty. That would be 
a useful prod to make in-
surance more available and 
affordable to employees. 

The bill would meet Pre-
sident Obama’s insistence 
that health care reform not 
add to the deficit — pro-
vided Congress holds firm 
on slowing the growth rate 
of payments to health care 
providers serving Medica-
re. Of special importance, 
the trend line for deficits 
would be heading down to-
ward the end of the deca-
de, suggesting that it would 
continue on down thereafter. 
This is a fiscally prudent 
bill, not a reckless dash to-
ward ever-higher deficits as 

Republicans contend.
(To make ends meet, the 

Democrats dropped a costly 
fix for the unrealistic formu-
la used to reimburse doctors 
under Medicare. That will be 
tackled in separate legislati-
on, and ought to be paid for 
with new revenue.)

Under this bill, the num-
ber of uninsured would 
plummet. Since Congress is 
determined to exclude ille-
gal immigrants, the salient 
fact is that by 2019, the bill 
would provide insurance to 
96 percent of all nonelderly 
citizens and legal residents, 
leaving about 12 million of 
them uninsured. It would 
achieve this feat by making 
a lot more people eligible 
for Medicaid, a program 
for the poor, and by helping 
tens of millions of low- and 
moderate-income people buy 
policies on new insurance 
exchanges, in which private 
plans and possibly a pub-
lic plan would compete for 
people who lack employer-
provided insurance or work 
in small companies. 

Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
wanted a strong, money-
saving public option that 
would pay hospitals and 
doctors based on Medicare 
rates, but she could not win 
over enough conservative 
Democrats. Her fallback 

is to have the secretary of 
health and human services 
negotiate rates with health 
care providers as private in-
surers do. 

The Congressional 
Budget Office considers this 
so weak that it might attract 
only 6 million of an estima-
ted 30 million people buying 
insurance on the exchanges 
in 2019. Its premiums might 
exceed the average priva-
te plan, in part because the 
sickest people might migrate 
to the public plan. 

Still, the House bill has a 
lot of provisions for consu-
mers to like. It would requi-
re insurers to allow young 
people through age 26 to re-
main on their parents’ poli-
cies. It would provide help to 
people who have been unin-
sured for several months or 
denied coverage because of 
pre-existing conditions. It 
would speed elimination of 
a gap in drug coverage for 
Medicare beneficiaries (the 
so-called doughnut hole) and 
would give the government 
power to negotiate drug pri-
ces on behalf of Medicare 
beneficiaries, a promising 
way to reduce costs.

The bill would take a st-
ride toward universal cove-
rage while remaining fiscally 
responsible. Senate leaders 
should try to do as well.
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MAOIST 
REBELS 
W I D E N 
DEADLY 
R E A C H 
ACROSS 
I N D I A
JIM YARDLEY—BARSUR 
AT THE EDGE OF THE 
INDRAVATI RIVER, HUN-
DREDS OF MILES FROM 
THE NEAREST INTER-
NATIONAL BORDER, IN-
DIA EFFECTIVELY ENDS. 
INDIAN PARAMILITARY 
OFFICERS POINT MA-
CHINE GUNS ACROSS 
THE WATER. THE DENSE 
JUNGLES AND MOUN-
TAINS ON THE OTHER 
SIDE BELONG TO MA-
OIST REBELS DEDICA-
TED TO OVERTHROWING 
THE GOVERNMENT.

“That is their liberated 
zone,” said P. Bhojak, one of 
the officers stationed at the 
river’s edge in this town in 
the eastern state of Chattis-
garh.

Or one piece of it. India’s 
Maoist rebels are now pre-
sent in 20 states and have 
evolved into a potent and 
lethal insurgency. In the 
last four years, the Maoists 
have killed more than 900 
Indian security officers, a 
figure almost as high as the 
more than 1,100 members 
of the coalition forces killed 
in Afghanistan during the 
same period.

If the Maoists were once 
dismissed as a ragtag band 
of outdated ideologues, In-
dian leaders are now prepa-
ring to deploy nearly 70,000 
paramilitary officers for a 
prolonged counterinsurgen-
cy campaign to hunt down 
the guerrillas in some of the 
country’s most rugged, isola-
ted terrain.

For India, the widening 

Maoist insurgency is a mo-
ment of reckoning for the 
country’s democracy and has 
ignited a sharp debate about 
where it has failed. In the 
past, India has tamed some 
secessionist movements by 
coaxing rebel groups into 
the country’s big-tent politi-
cal process. The Maoists, ho-
wever, do not want to secede 
or be absorbed. Their goal is 
to topple the system.

Once considered Robin 
Hood figures, the Maoists 
claim to represent the dis-
possessed of Indian society, 
particularly the indigenous 
tribal groups, who suffer 
some of the country’s highest 
rates of poverty, illiteracy 
and infant mortality. Many 
intellectuals and even some 
politicians once sympathi-
zed with their cause, but the 
growing Maoist violence has 
forced a wrenching reconsi-
deration of whether they can 
still be tolerated.

“The root of this is dis-
possession and deprivation,” 
said Ramachandra Guha, a 
prominent historian based 
in Bangalore. “The Maoists 
are an ugly manifestation 
of this. This is a serious 
problem that is not going to 
disappear.”

India’s rapid economic 
growth has made it an emer-
ging global power but also 
deepened stark inequalities 
in society. Maoists accuse 
the government of trying to 
push tribal groups off their 
land to gain access to raw 
materials and have sabota-
ged roads, bridges and even 
an energy pipeline.

If the Maoists’ political 
goals seem unattainable, 
analysts warn they will not 
be easy to uproot, either.

Here in the state of Chat-
tisgarh, Maoists dominate 
thousands of square miles 
of territory and have pus-
hed into neighboring states 
of Orissa, Bihar, Jharkhand 
and Maharashtra, part of a 
so-called Red Corridor stret-
ching across central and 

eastern India.
Violence erupts almost 

daily. In the past five yea-
rs, Maoists have detonated 
more than 1,000 improvised 
explosive devices in Chat-
tisgarh. Within the past two 
weeks, Maoists have burned 
two schools in Jharkhand, 
hijacked and later released a 
passenger train in West Ben-
gal while also carrying out a 
raid against a West Bengal 
police station.

Efforts are under way 
to open peace negotiations, 
but as yet remain stalema-
ted. With the government 
offensive drawing closer, the 
people who feel most at risk 
are the tribal villagers who 
live in the forests of Chattis-
garh, where the police and 
Maoists, sometimes called 
Naxalites, are already skir-
mishing.

“Earlier,” said one villa-
ger, “we used to fear the ti-
gers and wild boars. Now we 

Chattisgarh, adding that ca-
sualties would be inevitable. 
“There is no zero casualty 
doctrine,” he said.

Once an area is cleared, 
the plan also calls for intro-
ducing development projects 
such as roads, bridges and 
schools in hopes of winning 
support of the tribal peop-
le. Also known as adivasis, 
they have faced decades of 
exploitation from local of-
ficials, moneylenders and 
private contractors, numero-
us government reports have 
found.

“The adivasis are the 
group least incorpora-
ted into India’s political 
economy,” said Ashutosh 
Varshney, an India specialist 
at Brown University, calling 
their plight one of the “unfi-
nished quests of Indian de-
mocracy.”

The Maoist movement 
first coalesced after a vi-
olent 1967 uprising by local 

fear the guns of the Naxali-
tes and the police.”

The counterinsurgency 
campaign, called Operation 
Green Hunt, calls for sen-
ding police and paramili-
tary forces into the jungles 
to confront the Maoists and 
drive them out of newer 
footholds toward remote fo-
rest areas where they can be 
contained.

“It may take one year, two 
years, three years or four,” 
predicted Vishwa Ranjan, 
chief of the state police in 

Communists over a land dis-
pute in a West Bengal villa-
ge known as Naxalbari, hen-
ce the name Naxalites.

Some Communists would 
enter the political system; 
today, the Communist Par-
ty of India (Marxist) is an 
influential political force 
that holds power in West 
Bengal. But others went 
underground, and by the 
1980s, many found sanctua-
ry in Chattisgarh, especially 
in the region across from 
the Indravati River known 

INDIAN OFFICERS PATROLLED A FOREST AROUND THEIR BASE IN 

BARSUR, RIGHT ON THE EDGE OF REBEL-CONTROLLED TERRITORY IN 

CHATTISGARH.
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as Abhujmad. From here, 
the Maoists recruited and 
trained disgruntled tribal 
villagers and slowly spread 
out. For years, the central 
government regarded them 
as mostly a nuisance. But in 
2004, the movement radica-
lized, authorities say, when 
its two dominant wings mer-
ged with the more violent 
Communist Party of India 
(Maoist).

Authorities in Chattis-
garh then deputized and ar-
med civilian posses, which 
have been accused by human 
rights groups of terrorizing 
innocent villagers and com-
mitting atrocities of their 
own in the name of hunting 
Maoists. Now, violence is 
frequent, if unpredictable, 
like the ambush near the vil-
lage of Laheri, in Maharas-
htra State, carried out by the 
Maoists on Oct. 8.

That morning, following 
a tip, a police patrol chased 
two Maoist fighters and 
stumbled into a trap. Two 
hundred Maoists with rifles 
and machine guns lay wai-
ting and opened fire when 
the officers came into an ex-
posed area of rice paddies. 
Seventeen officers died, 
fighting for hours until they 
ran out of ammunition.

“They surrounded us 
from every side,” said Ajay 
Bhushari, 31, who survived 
the ambush and is now the 
commanding officer in La-
heri. “They were just strong-
er. They had more people.”

The Maoists felled trees 
across the only road leading 
to the village. The police, 
already wary of using roads 
because of improvised ex-
plosive devices, marched 
their reinforcements 10 mi-
les through the jungle, arri-
ving too late at the scene.

Officer Bhushari said vi-
olence in the area had risen 
so sharply that the police 
now left the fortified de-
fenses of their outpost only 
in large groups, even for 
social outings. The Maoists 

also killed 31 police officers 
from other nearby outposts 
in attacks in February and 
May.

“It’s an open jail for us,” 
he said. “Either we are sit-
ting here, or we are on pat-
rol. There is nothing else.”

About 40 miles from 
Laheri, a processing plant 
owned by Essar Steel has 
been closed for five months. 
Maoists sabotaged Essar’s 
166-mile underground pipe-
line, which transfers slurry 
from one of India’s most 
coveted iron ore deposits 
to the Bay of Bengal. “I’ve 
told my management that 
I’ll take a team and do the 
repairs,” said S. Ramesh, the 
project manager for Essar. 
“But I can’t promise how 
long it will last.”

The Essar plant is part 
of broader undertaking by 
the government and several 
private mining companies to 
extract the resources bene-
ath land teeming with guer-
rillas. Mr. Ramesh said 70 
percent of India’s iron ore 
lay in states infiltrated by 
Maoists; production in this 
area is stalled at 16 million 
tons a year even though the 
area has the potential to pro-
duce 100 million tons.

Mr. Ramesh fretted that 
India’s growth would be 
stunted if the country could 
not exploit its own natu-
ral resources. Yet he also 

cautioned that the counte-
rinsurgency operation was 
no cure-all. “That alone is 
not going to help,” he said. 
“We are not fighting an ene-
my here. We are fighting ci-
tizens.”

With police officers dying 
in large numbers and Ma-
oists carrying out bolder at-
tacks, the debate around the 
insurgency has sharpened 
in India’s intellectual salons 
and on the opinion pages 
and talk shows.

The writer Arundhati 
Roy recently called for un-
conditional talks and told 
CNN-IBN that the Maoists 
were justified in taking up 
arms because of government 
oppression. Others who are 
sympathetic to the plight of 
the adivasis say the Maoist 
violence has become intole-
rable.

“You can’t defend the tac-
tics,” said Mr. Varshney, the 
Brown University professor. 
“No modern state can ac-
cept attacks on state institu-
tions, even when the state is 
wrong.”

Local people are caught 
in the middle. On a recent 
market day in the village 
of Palnar, women balancing 
urns of water on their heads 
and bare-footed, emaciated 
men came out of the forests 
to shop for vegetables, nuts 
or a rotting fruit fermented 
to produce local liquor. As 

INDIGENOUS WOMEN WALKED TO A MARKET IN CHATTISGARH STATE, WHERE VILLAGERS ARE CAUGHT BET-

WEEN THE INDIAN GOVERNMENT AND MAOIST REBELS.

peddlers spread their wares 
over blankets, the nearby go-
vernment office was locked 
behind a closed gate.

“It’s a bad situation,” 
said one villager who asked 
not to be identified, fearing 
retribution from both sides. 
“The Naxalite activities have 
increased. They have their 
meetings in the village. They 
tell the people they have to 
fight. The people here do not 
vote out of fear.”

Another man arrived on a 
motorcycle from a more dis-
tant village. Several months 
ago, the police raided his 
village and arrested more 
than a dozen people after 
accusing them of being col-
laborators. A few were Ma-
oist sympathizers, the man 
on the motorcycle said, but 
most were wrongly swept up 
in the raid. Now, Operation 
Green Hunt portends more 
confrontation.

“Life is very difficult,” 
the man said. “The Naxalites 
think we are helping the po-
lice. The police think we are 
helping the Naxalites. We 
are living in fear over who 
will kill us first.”

A WOMAN STEPPED OVER A 

DOWNED TREE IN A VILLAGE IN 

MAHARASHTRA STATE. MAOIST 

REBELS HAVE SAÄÖÅBOTAGED 

ROADS IN THEIR CAMPAIGN TO 

TOPPLE THE GOVERNMENT.

HARI KUMAR CONTRIBUTED 

REPORTING.
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SOLDIER 
WRITES: 
A F T E R 
T H E 
ATTACK
TIM HSIA THE WEE-
KEND ATTACK ON TWO 
BASES IN THE KAM-
DESH DISTRICT OF 
AFGHANISTAN’S NURIS-
TAN PROVINCE WILL 
UNDOUBTEDLY LEAD TO 
MUCH DELIBERATION 
AND SOUL-SEARCHING 
TO DETERMINE WHAT 
EXACTLY PRECIPITA-
TED THIS EVENT, AND 
WHAT LESSONS ARE TO 
BE LEARNED.

Although the complete 
story of the battle has yet 
to be revealed, the weekend 
events and the Battle of Wa-
nat in July 2008 seem eerily 
similar: remote isolated out-
posts and a well-coordinated 
attack.

The limits of a counterin-
surgency strategy without 
adequate troop numbers are 
evident after events such as 
Kamdesh and Wanat. Uni-
ted States Army counterin-
surgency doctrine stresses 
living close to the popula-
ce, but this proximity can 
also be extremely dangero-
us where soldiers are living 
in combat outposts, which 
cannot quickly be reinforced 
with additional troops. 

The weekend’s events also 
highlight the conundrum fa-
ced by military leaders when 
placing soldiers in dangero-
us areas. In the military, a 
common mantra is “mission 
first, men always.” At first 
glance this remark seems 
blindingly obvious, but upon 
closer scrutiny one begins 
to realize that there are si-
tuations in which force pro-
tection and mission accomp-
lishment can run counter to 
each other.

Forward operating bases 

provide security, but at the 
cost of minimizing closer 
soldier interaction with the 
populace. In contrast, an 
isolated combat outpost ex-
tends the reach of the Uni-
ted States military but also 
exposes a greater number of 
troops to harm.

But is the strategic so-
lution to such a problem to 
increase the numbers on 
the ground (Gen. Stanley A. 
McChrystal’s plan) or is it 
to move soldiers out of the-
se areas and instead rely on 
our technological superiori-
ty (Vice President Joseph R. 
Biden Jr.’s plan)?

A superior of mine once 
told me that strong Army 
organizations “should be 
Eucharistic; they learn from 
their mistakes, they are self-
healing.” 

Has the delay in releasing 
the official report on Wanat 
resulted in a similar event, 
or will the subsequent inves-
tigation on Kamdesh identi-
fy unique flaws in planning 
and execution different from 
Wanat?

A common refrain when 
discussing the strategic imp-
lications of Afghanistan 
and Iraq has been ‘have we 
learned all that there is from 
what history can teach us?’ 
But this concept applies just 
as much to the military and 
its operations, which typi-
cally do not receive as much 
public attention as recent 
events. Has the military pro-
perly learned from mistakes 
as it proceeds with future 
missions? 

Since the beginning of the 
Afghanistan and Iraq wars, 
the Army has been quick 
to identify lessons learned, 
and has published them in 
Center for Army Lessons 
Learned (CALL) handbooks. 
Realizing that field manuals 
often take too long to for-
malize and publish (and that 
they are often outdated the 
minute they are publicly re-
leased), the Army has come 
to lean more and more on 

CALL handbooks. Today, 
any military command post 
is likely to have stacks of 
these handbooks.

While it is important to 
examine the battle in depth, 
one should also avoid confla-
ting one battle with an en-
tire war. There was more to 
Napoleon than just the Batt-
le of Waterloo. Similarly, the 
war in Afghanistan cannot 
quickly be distilled into the 
battles of Wanat and Kam-
desh. The counterinsurgency 
strategy advocated by Gene-
ral McChrystal requires pa-
tience, and the big questions 
now are as follows: 

Do the majority of Ame-
ricans have this patience? 
How will more troop losses 
stir public opinion? For more 
troops, or for a different 
strategy? How will public 
opinion affect the president 
as he decides what resources 
to allocate to Afghanistan?

TRAGEDY WITHOUT 
CATHARSIS

Even as politicians and 
generals grapple with such 
wider considerations, on the 
ground there are other pri-
orities.

When a mass casualty 
event occurs, soldiers in the 
unit affected often do not 
have time to pause and col-
lect their thoughts, or mourn 
the passing of comrades. 
There are a host of tactical 
and administrative tasks 
needing resolution before a 
proper memorial or mour-
ning period can be set aside.

The instant a soldier 
is wounded or killed, a 
communication blackout 
is enforced. This “commo 
blackout” ensures that the 
deceased’s family is proper-
ly notified by Department 
of Defense officials, rat-
her than through unofficial 
channels like another spouse 
or, worse, a posting on a so-
cial networking site.

After the battle has subsi-
ded, the personal effects and 
bodies of the wounded and 
deceased are evacuated to a 

larger base and turned in to 
the mortuary affairs collec-
tion point. Equipment is pro-
perly inventoried to ensure 
that sensitive items have not 
been left on the battlefield 
for the enemy. The chaplain 
is dispatched to the unit that 
has suffered casualties, whe-
re he counsels friends and 
fellow soldiers. Meanwhile, 
the chaplain assistant and 
the personnel section begin 
generating memorial plans 
and dates.

Additionally, higher 
headquarters will require 
thorough debriefings along 
with an exhaustive investi-
gation of the events leading 
up to the deaths of the servi-
ce members.

But tactical events al-
most always take preceden-
ce over administrative ac-
tions. So if the actions on 
the ground have yet to reach 
a conclusion, then soldiers 
will continue patrolling, for-
tifying positions, relocating 
or replenishing supplies for 
the next mission. 

While administrative ac-
tions provide some mental 
and psychological diversion 
for those in mourning, the 
memorial ceremony several 
days later inevitably brings 
with it the harsh realization 
that the unit will not be re-
turning home with everyone. 
At these memorials, soldiers 
arrive with a somber stoi-
cism, many with a promise 
to themselves that they will 
not let themselves cry. Some 
soldiers even avoid these 
memorials altogether becau-
se of the emotional pain.

The military precision, 
drill and ceremony of the 
memorials stand in stark 
contrast to the raw emotions 
within the hearts and minds 
of each and every soldier. 
When the First Sergeant 
conducts a roll call and the 
deceased soldiers’ names 
are mentioned without a 
reply, only then do inner 
feelings often begin to ma-
nifest themselves in soldiers’ 
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outward expressions. A 
wave of emptiness engulfs 
the room as they realize that 
when they stand in formati-
on again, no longer will their 
team leader, best friend, 
drinking buddy or mentor be 
there with them. 

At first one hears the 
faint sounds of sniffling and 
crying. But these emotions 
spread like a wildfire, and 
soon even the most battle-
hardened soldiers find them-
selves tearing up. At this 
point, no man is an island.

The memorial is not a 
Greek tragedy where the sta-
ge actors and audience reach 
catharsis. The mourning of a 
fellow soldier does not bring 
resolution. Moreover, once 
one leaves the memorial, 
there is still work to be done, 
whether it be patrolling, in-
telligence gathering, main-
tenance of equipment or re-
supplying front-line soldiers.

For direct-line supervi-
sors, the most dreaded task 
of all awaits if it has not 
been done already: the letter 
home to the family of the de-
ceased.

REPORT CITES FIRE-
FIGHT AS LESSON ON 
AFGHAN WAR

The paratroopers of Cho-
sen Company had plenty to 
worry about as they began 
digging in at their new out-
post on the fringe of a hosti-
le frontier village in eastern 
Afghanistan.

Intelligence reports were 
warning of militants mas-
sing in the area. As the pa-
ratroopers looked around, 
the only villagers they could 
see were men of fighting 
age idling in the bazaar. 
There were no women and 
children, and some houses 
looked abandoned. Through 
their night scopes they could 
see furtive figures on the 
surrounding mountainsides.

A few days later, they 
were almost overrun by 200 
insurgents. 

That firefight, a debac-
le that cost nine American 

lives in July 2008, has be-
come the new template for 
how not to win in Afgha-
nistan. The calamity and its 
roots have been described in 
bitter, painstaking detail in 
an unreleased Army history, 
a devastating narrative that 
has begun to circulate in an 
initial form even as the mili-
tary opened a formal review 
this week of decisions made 
up and down the chain of 
command.

The 248-page draft his-
tory, obtained by The New 
York Times, helps explain 
why the new commander in 
Afghanistan, Gen. Stanley 
A. McChrystal, is pressing 
so hard for a full-fledged 
commitment to a style of 
counterinsurgency that rests 
on winning over the people 
of Afghanistan even more 
than killing militants. The 
military has already incor-
porated lessons from the 
battle in the new doctrine 
for war in Afghanistan.

The history offers stark 
examples of shortcomings 
in the unit’s preparation, the 
style of combat it adopted, 
its access to intelligence, its 
disdain for the locals — in 
short, plenty of blame to go 
around. 

Before the soldiers arri-
ved, commanders negotiated 
for months with Afghan offi-
cials of dubious loyalty over 
where they could dig in, gi-
ving militants plenty of time 
to prepare for an assault. 

Despite the suspicion that 
the militants were nearby, 
there were not enough sur-
veillance aircraft over the 
lonely outpost — a chronic 
shortage in Afghanistan 
that frustrated Defense Sec-
retary Robert M. Gates at 
the time. Commanders may 
have been distracted from 
the risky operation by the 
bureaucratic complexities of 
handing over responsibility 
at the brigade level to rep-
lacements — and by their 
urgent investigation of an 
episode that had enraged the 

local population, the killing 
a week earlier in an airstri-
ke of a local medical clinic’s 
staff as it fled nearby figh-
ting in two pickup trucks.

Above all, the unit and its 
commanders had an increa-
singly tense and untrusting 
relationship with the Afghan 
people.

The history cited the “ab-
sence of cultural awareness 
and understanding of the 
specific tribal and governan-
ce situation” and the empha-
sis on combat operations 
over the development of the 
local economy and other ci-
vil affairs, a reversal of the 
practices of the unit that 
had just left the area.

The battle of Wanat 
is being described as the 
“Black Hawk Down” of Afg-
hanistan, with the 48 Ameri-
can soldiers and 24 Afghan 
soldiers outnumbered three 
to one in a four-hour fire-
fight that left nine Ameri-
cans dead and 27 wounded 
in one of the bloodiest days 
of the eight-year war. 

Soldiers who survived the 
battle described how their 
automatic weapons turned 
white hot and jammed from 
nonstop firing. Mortally 
wounded troops continued 
to hand bullet belts to those 
still able to fire.

The ammunition stockpi-
le was hit by a rocket-propel-
led grenade, igniting a stack 
of 120-millimeter mortar 
rounds — and the resulting 
fireball flung the unit’s an-
titank missiles into the com-
mand post. One insurgent 
got inside the concertina 
wire and is believed to have 
killed three soldiers at close 
range, including the platoon 
commander.

The description of the 
battle at Wanat — the he-
roism, the violence and the 
missteps that may have 
contributed to the deaths — 
ends with a judgment that 
the fight was “as remarkable 
as any small-unit action in 
American military history.”

The author, the military 
historian Douglas R. Cubbi-
son, also included a series 
of criticisms in his review, 
sponsored by the Army’s 
Combat Studies Institute 
at Fort Leavenworth, Kan., 
that laid blame on a series 
of decisions made before the 
battle. 

The draft report criti-
cized the “lack of adequate 
preparation time” before ar-
riving in Afghanistan, which 
meant there was little trai-
ning geared specifically for 
Afghanistan, and not even a 
detailed operational plan for 
the year of combat that lay 
ahead.

Military officials say tho-
se initial criticisms are being 
revised to reflect subse-
quent interviews with other 
soldiers and officers who 
were at Wanat or who ser-
ved in higher-level command 
positions. After a round of 
revisions, the study will go 
through a formal peer-re-
view and be published. 

The battle stands as proof 
that the United States is fa-
cing off against a far more 
sophisticated adversary in 
Afghanistan today, one that 
can fight anonymously with 
roadside bombs or stealthily 
with kidnappings — but also 
can operate like a disciplin-
ed armed force using well-
rehearsed small-unit tactics 
to challenge the American 
military for dominance on 
the conventional battlefield.

The history is replete 
with wrong turns at every 
point of the unit’s mission, 
starting with the day it was 
reassigned to Afghanistan 
from training for Iraq.
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F R O M 
I R A Q , 
LESSONS 
FOR THE 
N E X T 
W A R
ALISSA J. RUBIN—WEEK 
IN REVIEW I CAME TO 
IRAQ THREE DAYS AF-
TER SADDAM HUSSEIN 
FLED BAGHDAD. IT WAS 
APRIL 12, 2003. AT THE 
TIME, IRAQIS BRISTLED 
WHEN ASKED IF THEY 
WERE SUNNI, SHIITE OR 
KURD. IT MADE NO DIF-
FERENCE, THEY SAID, 
THEY WERE BROTHERS. 
AND, IN THE HEADY AF-
TERMATH OF THE WAR, 
FOR A SHORT WHILE IT 
ALMOST SEEMED TRUE. 
THAT MOOD SEEMS TO 
BE UPON THE COUNTRY 
AGAIN, AND IT IS MOST 
WELCOME AFTER THE 
LAST SIX YEARS OF 
BLOODY MURDERS BET-
WEEN SHIITES AND SUN-
NIS; BETWEEN ARABS 
AND KURDS; BETWEEN 
MUSLIMS AND CHRISTI-
ANS.

Will it last? Or are Ame-
ricans, as they have been 
in Kosovo and Bosnia and 
perhaps now in Afghanis-
tan, turning away from the 
inconvenient realities of eth-
nic and religious differences, 
the depth of animosities, of 
struggles for power and ter-
ritory? As the country’s at-
tention turns east to Afgha-
nistan, I too have made the 
journey to Kabul, as my new 
assignment. It is tempting to 
make analogies between the 
two troubled places, and the-
re are some, but there are at 
least as many differences.

What are the lessons of 
Iraq that I carry with me? 
The cultures are as different 
as mountains and desert, 
and for outsiders, there is a 

familiar struggle to see the 
place as it truly is, not as 
we might wish it would be. 
Back in 2003, the Americans 
wanted to believe that an age 
of brotherhood and integ-
ration, loosed by American 
military might, had come to 
Iraq. Many Iraqis wanted to 
believe it, too. Thinking too 
much about the depth of 
distrust, long latent between 
sects and ethnicities, would 
mean acknowledging that a 
frenzy of violence waited in 
the wings. They swept into 
the desert sands the centu-
ries-long struggle of Sunnis 
and Shiites for dominance 
in the fertile river basin bet-
ween the Tigris and Euphra-
tes Rivers. It was as if offi-
cials thought that perhaps by 
saying they were brothers, 
they would become them. 

Americans wanted to be-
lieve that their version of 
democracy was just waiting 
to spring to life in Iraq — a 
peaceful multi-ethnic, multi-
religious society adhering to 
the rule of law. That longing 
to find in another country a 
mirror of ourselves trumped 
cold analysis and led to yea-
rs of denial that came to an 
end only when the mutilated 
bodies at the Baghdad mor-
gue mounted each day: to 
30, 40 and finally 75 to 100. 
Shiites murdered by Sunnis; 
Sunnis murdered by Shiites. 

I realized that a sectarian 
fight was starting to play out 
in November 2003, but I had 
no idea how far it would go. 
I should have been the cana-
ry in the coal mine — but 
like so many others around 
me, I did not want to belie-
ve what I saw. I was working 
for The Los Angeles Times 
then; it would be nearly four 
years before I would come to 
this newspaper.

It was early winter, gray 
and damp, and in a poor 
neighborhood called Was-
hash a blind imam had been 
assassinated as he walked 
home from the dawn prayer 
on the first day of Ramadan. 

Killed with him was his 
brother and a small boy who 
acted as his guide. The area 
was run down, the houses 
cramped, the narrow streets 
littered. Under tattered aw-
nings, an open-air fruit mar-
ket sold mangy cauliflowers, 
browning romaine lettuce 
and bruised oranges. The 
neighborhood was predomi-
nantly Shiite although most 
surrounding areas were 
Sunni. Two years later Shii-
te thugs and killers would 
force many of the Sunnis 
to flee, but that hadn’t hap-
pened yet. 

People in the market 
didn’t want to talk about 
the imam, who was a Sun-
ni. They shrugged when I 
asked what had happened. 
I asked if he had debts, if 
he had hurt anyone. They 
shook their heads; even the 
Shiites among them were af-
raid of the gunmen. I found 
the imam’s house, a humble 

no longer welcome there.
The day he was shot, it 

was early, but hardly a time 
when the streets are empty. 
Yet no one in the neighbor-
hood admitted to having 
seen anything. “They want us 
to leave,” said a cousin of the 
imam. “Who?” I asked. He 
shrugged and said nothing. 
Was it Shiite neighbors or 
outsiders? No one would say. 
The family asked me to lea-
ve. Having a foreigner there 
drew attention. The imam’s 
wife was packing a battered 
suitcase; they would go stay 
with relatives.

After that, I didn’t trust 
the flowery words of brot-
herhood between Sunni and 
Shiite. I didn’t trust the 
claims that sect didn’t mat-
ter.

Now the language of brot-
herhood is welling up again. 
Iraqis, for the most part, are 
tired, at least of sectarian 
warfare, and as candidates 

building with just one room 
to a floor on one of two 
streets where Sunnis lived. 
His son told me his father’s 
story. Blind for many yea-
rs, his father preached at 
a small mosque just a few 
blocks away, rising every 
morning before dawn, using 
his blind man’s stick to help 
him arrive in time to offer 
the prayer. Soon after the 
fall of Saddam Hussein, the 
imam began to hear threats; 
when he had finished clea-
ning the mosque and emer-
ged alone into the street, 
people would whisper that 
his time was up. Sunnis were 

organize themselves to run 
for the Parliament in the 
2010 elections they have lat-
ched on to a narrative of na-
tionalism. They are creating 
cross-sect parties. Perhaps 
it is true that the worst of 
the bloodletting has run its 
course, but my fear is that 
the wars of division are not 
over. 

Even before the horrific 
bombings last week at go-
vernment buildings in the 
heart of Baghdad, several 
trips I took in the last six 
months writ large for me 
the uncertainty on the road 
ahead — the difficulty of 



WIRIKE 2/2009 15

integrating people who 
distrust each other. The first 
was a drive from Sulaima-
niya, in Iraqi Kurdistan, to 
Baghdad. The journey tra-
verses the arching mountain 
peaks of northern Iraq near 
the Iranian border, the high 
plains that lie just to the 
south and the low scrub de-
sert near Baghdad.

The invisible line that 
separates Iraqi Kurdistan 
from Iraq’s lower provinces 
should be little different than 
crossing from, say, Michigan 
into Illinois; instead, it is re-
miniscent of the border bet-
ween Mexico and the United 
States. Kurdish guards kno-
wn as pesh merga look into 
your vehicle, you must show 
identification and go into a 
small border office to show 
an official letter and answer 
a few questions. It can take 
an hour or more.

On one side of the bor-
der, bright lights flash on 
the streets of Erbil and Su-
laimaniya, the region’s lar-
gest cities. There are luxury 
hotels with Internet in the 
rooms; many women wear 
Western clothes and do not 
cover their hair; music and 
alcohol are offered at some 
government sponsored func-
tions. Most Westerners feel 
at home.

South of the border is 
another country — me-
taphorically, at least. Al-
most every day brings news 
of another killing. Some are 
by Sunni extremists trying 
to sow hatreds among the 
different sects and faiths 
in the area; some are more 
mundane crimes, and some 
are revenge killings between 
Turkmen and Kurd; Arab 
and Turkmen; Muslim and 
Christian.

The checkpoints south of 
the Kurdistan border make a 
stab at integrating the diffe-
rent groups who exist unea-
sily, but the troops from the 
army, the local police and 
the national police speak 
different languages, wear 

different uniforms and ap-
pear bound in their own co-
coons of language and cus-
tom. They watch one another 
warily: Turkic speakers 
from the Turkoman minori-
ty, Kurdish pesh merga and 
the mostly Arab local police. 
The national police, who are 
predominantly Shiites, seem 
to be at sea. Many are from 
the south and are even less 
at ease here than the other 
security forces. Are these 
polyglot checkpoints a sign 
that the country is coming 
together or falling apart? 

I want to believe the for-
mer, but it might go either 
way: while the sectarian kil-
ling may have run its cour-
se, the ethnic hatreds and 
distrust may not have played 
themselves out yet. 

South of Baghdad is a dif-
ferent story. The road goes 
through towns on the edge of 
Baghdad: Mahmudiya, Lati-
fiya and Yusufiya, once kno-
wn as the Triangle of Death. 
There, some of the most bru-
tal Sunni extremists made 
their stand. These were 
monsters who threw up fake 
checkpoints to catch Shiites, 
judging them culpable be-
cause of a tape in the car or 
the name on an identificati-
on card. They tortured them, 
beheaded and mutilated 
their bodies. They ambushed 
Westerners, kidnapping and 
sometimes killing them. I 
used to be afraid, when I 
traveled that road, that I 
would be recognized as va-
lued prey. I rode in the back 
seat, my breathing shallow, 
resolutely looking into the 
car instead of out the win-
dow, so that it would be hard 
for passersby to get a clear 
view of my face. 

Now the road is safe. 
Army checkpoints — legal 
ones — are the only ones 
that stop you, but huge pos-
ters of Imam Ali punctuate 
the streets, a signal that this 
is now Shiite-land. Imam Ali 
is revered as a founder of 
the Shiite branch of Islam, 

but a poster of him is also 
a silent rebuke to Sunnis, 
a way of marking territory, 
of reminding them that the 
Shiites run things now. It is 
a sign of victory as much as 
peace.

And victory in Iraq al-
most always begets revenge. 

In my five years in Iraq, 
all that I wanted to believe 
in was gunned down. Sun-
nis and Shiites each com-
mitted horrific crimes, and 
the Kurds, whose modern-
looking cities and Western 
ways seemed at first so fa-
miliar, turned out to be ca-
pable of their own brutali-
ty. The Americans, too, did 
their share of violence, and 
among the worst they did 
was wishful thinking, the 
misreading of the winds and 
allowing what Yeats called 
“the blood dimmed tide” to 
swell. Could they have stop-
ped it? Probably not. Could 
it have been stemmed so 
that it did less damage, sa-
ved some of the fathers and 
brothers, mothers and sons? 
Yes, almost certainly, yes.

So the lesson I take away 
is never to underestima-
te hatred or history or the 
complexity of alien places. 
I came to love Iraq’s scrub 
desert, its date palm groves 
and marshlands, but most 
of all its courageous people 
who despite great personal 
losses did not lose faith in 
their country’s possibilities: 
the imams who prayed des-
pite threats, my Shiite friend 
Salama Khafaji, who lost her 
eldest son in a Sunni ambush 
in the Triangle of Death, yet 
continues to work for integ-
ration. Terrible things hap-
pened in Iraq over the last 
six years, and I go to Afgha-
nistan feeling that we owe it 
to everyone who has died in 
Iraq — Iraqi and American 
— not to forget, not to gloss 
over, not to think in terms of 
success and failure, or victo-
ry and defeat, but to see as 
best we can, through a glass 
darkly.


