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AN expert sent to help
rebuild Afghanistan has
revealed how growing up
onaHebridean croft helped
him understand the tribal
leaders of Helmand.

Archie Lightfoot said commu

nity
meeting iwiththe Alghans reminde dhim
of the chatter he would hear growing up
inhis grandfather's croft in South Uist.

He said: “Take away the turbans and
the beards, dress the men in tweed and
have them speaking Gaelic instead of
Pashtu and chances are that they would
be having pretty much the same kind of
conversation as my grandfather and his
neighbours.

“It'saboutland, crop prices and, in their
case, irrigation, in our case, drainage,
which amounts to the same thing -

diggingditches.”
Archie, who spoke only
Gaelic until he went to
school, said that the oral
culture of the Hebrides
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was very similar to that in Afghanistan.
Headded: "Thereisalot of storytellingand
getting together to talk things through
with neighbours.”

A former officer in the Royal Tank
Regiment, Archie, 51, has just returned
from working in Helmand as head of
operations for the Stabilisation Unit, a
joint civilian-military mission.

He was based in the Helmand capital
Lashkar Gah but travelled across the
province working with local governors,

elders and farmers to help create a more
stable co \

and a cause ol friction
In his 10 months in the country,
Archie developed anenormousrespect
for the Afghan people and quickly
learned never to make assumptions.

Afghans over 60 may look traditional
but they remember more liberal times,
when their country was at peace, when
Kabulwasathriving cosmopolitan city
where women wore the latest fashions
and went to university.

Archie said: "It is the older

generation who are more moderate
f in theirthinking.

“If you were to gointo a room fora
conference and halfwere in traditional
garbandhalfwere youngmen insharp
suits, the chances are that the young

men are likely to be more radicalised.”
The Stabilisation Unit use a team of
1000 civilians with various areas of
expertise, deployed in fragile countries
across the globe.
Theslowpaceof progressin Afghanistan
anbeexnsperatingand thisreise f

But Archiesaid:"Let's not be too quick
to throw rocks. There are plenty of
examples of corruption in Britain. You
just need to look at MPs’ expenses.”

It has taken time to build the trust of
locals who have in the past co-operated
with the coalition only to be abandoned
totheir fate with the Taliban when troops
have been pulled out.

Helmand remains one of the most
dangerous places on the planet.

The violence in Afghanistan eases off
inwinterasthe fighters moveto Pakistan
to re-arm, rest and train. In the spring,
there is the poppy harvest but then many
farmers join what is referred to as the
“summer fighting season”.

The Stabilisation Unit won't knowbefore
then if they have won enough hearts and
minds to discourage locals trom joining
the insurgents.

Archie said: "There are grounds to be
cautiously optimistic about the future.

“In the past there have been momentss
ofclumsiness but Ithink we have the right
level of troop density in Helmand at the
moment whichallowsusagreater chance
tor success.

“Afghanistan wasarat’s nest ofterroris t
training camps. If it can be made stable
thereisless chance oftroublein neighboun -
ing countries such as Pakistan and Iran”




