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C I V I L I A N ’ S  T R I B U N E

Critics of both the Soviet 
and American-led wars 

often say that the people of 
Afghanistan should decide 
their own fate without the 
interference of outsiders. 
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ARTEMY KALINOVSKY

On Feb 15, 1989, a column 
of Soviet armoured vehi-
cles crossed the Friendship 

Bridge from Afghanistan into the 
Soviet Socialist Republic of Uz-
bekistan. In a theatrical gesture, 
Lt Gen Boris Gromov, who was 
overseeing the withdrawal, dis-
mounted and walked the final few 
feet to Soviet soil. There was not 
a single Soviet soldier left in Af-
ghanistan, General Gromov told 
waiting journalists.

Since the first troops crossed 
into Afghanistan in December 
1979, the Soviet Union had tried 
to help the socialist government 
in Kabul fight off a constellation of 
insurgents, the most impressive of 
whom received aid from the Unit-
ed States, working through Paki-
stan’s Inter-Services Intelligence. 
Even China provided aid. By 1989, 
the Soviet Union was finally done 
fighting in Afghanistan.

Thirty years later, it’s the United 
States that now seems desperate 
to withdraw from the country 
after a bruising war. And Mos-
cow is once again getting involved 
in Afghanistan, though this time 
it wants to play peacemaker: In 
November, Russia organised talks 
between the Taliban, the High 
Peace Council and representa-
tives of regional powers. On Feb 
4, it hosted representatives of the 
Taliban and other groups opposed 
to the government of President 
Ashraf Ghani for further talks. 
The United States, and Ghani, 
view Moscow’s efforts with sus-
picion. But thinking back to the 
Soviet experience can help make 
sense of what Moscow is up to — 
and also what the options are for 
the United States and its allies if 
they are serious about peace in 
Afghanistan.

Mikhail Gorbachev, who came 
to power in 1985, had hoped that 
he could end the war by getting 
the United States and its allies to 
stop supporting the resistance (or 
mujahedeen, as they were known) 
in exchange for the withdrawal 

of Soviet troops. But the Reagan 
administration would agree to 
end support only if the Soviets 
ceased all military aid to Kabul. 
And Washington saw the resigna-
tion of the socialist government as 
a precondition for any settlement.

Gorbachev understood that the 
People’s Democratic Party of Af-
ghanistan was unable to stay in 
power on its own, but he hoped 
that the socialists could form the 
core of a new coalition govern-
ment. In the end, he announced 
a withdrawal without waiting for 
a deal, hoping that Washington, 
Islamabad and the mujahedeen 
would recognise the seriousness 
of Soviet intentions and do what 
was best for Afghanistan.

It didn’t work out that way. By 
the time the Soviet Union ceased 
to exist at the end of 1991, the in-
ternal war in Afghanistan was no 
closer to a resolution than it had 
been in 1989. 

Nor did Kabul’s fall to opposi-
tion forces in April 1992 lead to 
peace. Instead, opposition forces 
turned on each other, heralding 
a new phase of what became vir-

tually 40 years of uninterrupted 
civil war.

Gorbachev’s strategy might 
seem naïve in retrospect: Would 
the Americans have really allowed 
a socialist to remain in power? 
Could the key opposition figures 
be persuaded to join a government 
still led by their sworn enemy? Yet 
considering what followed the 
Soviet withdrawal — the rise of 
the Taliban, the role of Osama bin 
Laden, the new round of civil war 
after the United States-led inter-
vention in 2001 — it is hard not to 
see 1989 as a missed opportunity. 

Gorbachev did not expect mir-
acles, just that the United States 
would apply enough pressure on 
its allies and clients to get them 
to the table, which would in turn 
make it easier for him to pressure 
his allies in Kabul to compromise.

That experience is worth con-
sidering as the United States plans 
to withdraw from Afghanistan. 
Talk of making Afghanistan a lib-
eral democracy has long faded at 
this point, just as any serious con-
sideration of building socialism 
had for the Soviets by 1989. 

But there is perhaps still some 
hope to end the cycle of killing.

In the past few years, Russia 
has taken a more proactive role 
in Afghanistan. Its involvement 
has been met with no shortage 
of skepticism from Washington, 
which worries that by treating the 
Taliban as legitimate, Moscow is 
undermining Ghani’s government.

Yet Moscow’s thinking on Af-
ghanistan today appears to mirror 
its approach 30 years ago. Back 

then, the Soviet leadership did 
not expect that the government in 
Kabul would last without foreign 
troops and was hoping to build 
some kind of coalition govern-
ment with its allies at the core. 
This time around, Russia is not 
a party to the fighting, but the 
thinking is similar: As Russian 
officials say openly, they do not 
believe that the United States and 
its allies will be able to stabilise 
Afghanistan. The government of 
Ghani will not last without for-
eign troops. Much more worry-
ing from Moscow’s point of view 
(and indeed, Washington’s) is the 
presence of the Islamic State or 
al Qaida. Moscow may not like 
the Taliban, but Russian officials 
see the group’s participation in 
a future government as the only 
realistic possibility for a durable 
peace. And since the Taliban is 
unlikely to be going anywhere, it 
makes sense for Russia to secure 
some good will with the move-
ment.

What Moscow’s strategy sup-
poses, however, is that the Tali-
ban can be persuaded to become 

one of the parties to a settlement, 
rather than the absolute master 
of the country. As recent talks in 
Doha, showed, Washington is not 
opposed to such an outcome.

Getting to an agreement will 
be difficult. On the one hand, the 
Taliban’s stated position is much 
like that of the mujahedeen in 
the 1980s: They want all foreign 
forces removed and refuse to rec-
ognise the government in Kabul 
as legitimate. 

On the other hand, the idea of 
the Taliban returning to power in 
Kabul is obviously hard to stom-
ach for many in the West, as it is 
for many Afghans. Not only have 
the Taliban themselves wrought 
much destruction in their own 
country, but thousands of lives 
and billions of dollars have been 
spent fighting them.

Critics of both the Soviet and 
American-led wars often say that 
the people of Afghanistan should 
decide their own fate without the 
interference of outsiders. That 
would be just, but it is unlikely: 
The regional and global powers 
that have intervened in Afghan-
istan’s civil wars since the late 
1970s will not let that happen, if 
only because they fear their own 
loss will be someone else’s gain.

But the reality is that the loss-
es suffered by the Soviets in the 
1980s and by the United States 
and its allies since 2001 are a 
fraction of what the people of 
Afghanistan have suffered over 
the past 40 years. Russia and the 
United States — and China, Iran, 
Pakistan and India — are all hop-
ing to shape Afghanistan’s future. 
Back in 1989, getting Afghanistan’s 
warring parties to agree to a peace 
deal was difficult enough. Then 
the rivalries, ambitions and lin-
gering mistrust among outside 
powers destroyed whatever pros-
pects for peace had been created 
by the Soviet withdrawal. This 
time, other countries should 
take every opportunity to secure 
peace for Afghanistan.

(Artemy Kalinovsky is senior lecturer 
in East European Studies at the 

University of Amsterdam and the 
author, most recently, of “Laboratory 

of Socialist Development: Cold War 
Politics and Decolonisation in Soviet 

Tajikistan.” )
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Let people have final say 

All public services in the UK including the 
NHS are in a total mess after the Brexit 
referendum.  

Universities across the country have also been 
hammered by the impact of Brexit, with 20,000 
plus EU nationals leaving the Kingdom, since 
2016. Among the worst affected were Glasgow 
and Cambridge where the number of leavers bal-
looned by a quarter – threatening their position 

at the top of world rankings.
And who can blame those staff in all sectors 

who are leaving? With years of uncertainty and 
a hostile environment, we no longer seem the 
welcoming nation they came to be part of. 

Even here in Scotland, despite our efforts to 
help our EU friends feel welcome, the cold facts 
of the UK Government’s Brexit policies and bu-
reaucracy have been sending a different message 

that people affected can’t ignore.
We need these EU citizens staffing our pub-

lic services if we want to protect the NHS and 
deliver a first-class education system for our 
children.

We need the public to have the final say on the 
Brexit deal, to check if Theresa May’s botched 
Brexit Deal is still the will of the people.

RobertTeresa May speaks in the House of Commons.
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ROBERTO SAVIANO

In opening arguments at the 
trial of Joaquín Guzmán, 
known as El Chapo, As-

sistant United States Attorney 
Adam Fels told the jury that the 
shipments seized from Guzmán’s 
cartel by American authorities 
amounted to “more than a line of 
cocaine for every single person 
in the United States” — an image 
that conveys the power of this 
$14 billion drug boss.

The prosecutors were hoping 
for a long sentence for Guzmán, 
one of the most powerful organ-
ised-crime figures in the world. 
On Feb 12, they got it: He was 
found guilty on 10 charges. He 
is likely to spend the rest of his 
life in prison.

The evidence introduced by 
the prosecution and the testi-
mony of the 56 witnesses during 
the three-month trial brought to 
light a range of details about the 
life and crimes of the accused: 
the salacious, such as the cell-
phone spyware Guzmán used to 
control his men and, especially, 
his lovers; the macabre, such 
as the man from a rival cartel 
whom he had buried alive; the 
politically compromising, such 
as the $100 million bribe his 
former right-hand man (turned 
informant) said was paid to En-
rique Peña Nieto, then Mexico’s 
president-elect, to allow Guz-
mán to remain in hiding undis-
turbed.

But it is neither the trial’s rev-
elations nor its central figure’s 
stature that makes it a turning 
point in the history of drug traf-
ficking and organised crime. 
What this trial has, in my view, 
revolutionised forever is the 
relationship between criminal 
groups and what we call in Ital-
ian pentiti — “penitent ones,” or 
cooperating witnesses.

I have been reporting on 
organised crime in Italy and 
around the world, including 
Mexico, for decades. In my time, 
I have observed some clear rules. 
One of those is that cooperat-
ing witnesses have been seen by 
criminal organisations as unfor-
givable traitors.

In every mafia, from Naples 
to Sinaloa, omertà, the code of 
silence, has been essential to 
keeping the organisation’s busi-
ness and structure intact. It is 
also the standard by which an 
associate’s reliability and honour 
are measured. No one ever im-
agined gaining criminal respect 
by snitching. Betrayal has always 
been punishable by death — of 
the informant, of the inform-
ant’s family. Salvatore (Totò) 
Riina, head of the Cosa Nostra 
in Sicily, famously ordered the 
killing of all pentiti and their 
descendants unto the seventh 
generation. One of the Cosa Nos-

tra’s most barbarous acts was 
the 1996 murder of Giuseppe Di 
Matteo: kidnapped when he was 
12, held prisoner for 18 months, 
then strangled and dissolved in 
acid, because his father had be-
come a state’s witness and was 
revealing information about the 
assassination of a judge.

Killing an informant’s family 
has the dual function of pun-
ishing the traitor and warning 
his associates what will hap-
pen if they follow his example. 
This practice was also popular 
in Mexican drug cartels. One 
example among many: In 2008, 
twin brothers Margarito and Pe-
dro Flores, major distributors for 
the Sinaloa cartel in the United 
States, began co-operating with 
American authorities. The next 
year, their father was kidnapped 
in Mexico. His body was never 
found, but a message at the site 
of the abduction confirmed that 
he had been taken because his 
children were snitches.

By the same token, if any rel-
ative of a boss — even an in-law 
or a distant cousin — becomes 
an informant, it has typically left 
an indelible stain on the boss’s 
criminal reputation, enough to 
end his career and heap shame 
on his family.

But Guzmán’s trial signals a 
momentous change: Members 
of the organisation can now col-
laborate with law enforcement 
without provoking punishments 
or consequences for their family 
members.

Two of the trial’s key witness-
es were Jesús Zambada García 
and Vicente Zambada Niebla, 
the brother and the son of Guz-
mán’s longtime partner, Ismael 
Zambada García, better known 
as El Mayo. The Sinaloa cartel 
was effectively a diarchy ruled 
by Ismael Zambada and Guz-
mán until the latter’s arrest; now 
Ismael Zambada is in charge. 

Even as his brother and his son 
cooperate with American au-
thorities, revealing details of 
traffic and income and law en-
forcement corruption, Ismael 
Zambada continues to run the 
cartel. Neither he nor his family 
has suffered reprisals.

How is this possible? Simple: 
Mexican drug lords have real-
ised that the cooperation of their 
own people with American law 
enforcement can be considered 
a legitimate choice, not only for 
the personal benefits it can bring 
— such as sentence reductions 
or family protections — but also 
because if handled well, it won’t 
destroy the organisation. Indeed, 
in some cases, cooperating with 
the authorities can help to pro-
tect the cartel’s assets and even 
give an advantage to one boss or 
another.

This strategy seems to be be-
hind the collaboration of Isma-
el Zambada’s relatives with the 
American authorities. In par-
ticular, the testimony of Vicente 
Zambada, which many saw as a 
betrayal of his father, could in-
stead be an act of extreme loyalty 
to him.

My reporting on the recent 
history of Mexican drug traf-
ficking has led me to believe that 

Ismael Zambada may have had a 
hand in Guzmán’s capture. Ac-
cording to this theory, Ismael 
Zambada, accustomed to acting 
in the shadows and tired of the 
spotlight on his partner, which 
could eventually have brought 
ruin to the cartel, betrayed Guz-
mán and facilitated his arrest. 
(Guzmán’s lawyers tried to ex-
ploit this theory during the tri-
al, portraying their client as a 
scapegoat.) In this light, even the 
younger Zambada’s testimony 
during the trial can be seen as 
part of a plan secretly orches-
trated by his father.

Vicente Zambada’s testimony, 
which was crucial in the case 
against Guzmán, may simply 
be the price the elder Zambada 
must pay to ensure that Guzmán 
is locked away in an American 
prison, thousands of miles from 
Sinaloa. The information pro-
vided by Vicente Zambada will 
not destroy the cartel’s business, 
and it may well contribute to 
a change at the top that ben-
efits his father. Cooperating 
witnesses are vital tools in the 
fight against cartels, but the dan-
ger now is that drug lords have 
learned how, while revealing 
some truths, to maintain their 
organisations’ power.

This new tactic is unlikely to 
be limited to Guzmán’s trial. It 
touches on one of the funda-
mental rules of mafias the world 
over, that of omertà, to which 
occasional exceptions are not 
allowed. You can’t allow one 
snitch to go unpunished and 
then return to normal enforce-
ment. Either snitches are always 
punished or, if they are not, the 
rules have been changed. If the 
world’s largest drug cartel were 
to begin tolerating snitching, it 
would lose all credibility in the 
eyes of associates and rivals — it 
would be chaos. That the son of 
a Sinaloa cartel boss has turned 

state’s witness, leaving both his 
father’s power and the cartel’s 
strength intact, means that a new 
rule has been born.

In my experience reporting 
on organised crime, I’ve learned 
that changes to basic rules are 
never made by a single boss. 
They must be made jointly by 
the leaders of his own and other 
organisations.

Had Ismael Zambada, the car-
tel’s new boss, made this deci-
sion independently, other clans 
— or even his own associates 
— would have been ready to use 
his son’s cooperation to remove 
him from power. Such things 
have happened in the past, in 
Italy: Carmelo Novella, one of 
the heads of the northern Italian 
branch of the ‘Ndrangheta (the 
Calabrian mafia), was killed in 
2008 for planning to operate 
more independently without 
seeking, as the ‘Ndrangheta code 
required, the permission of oth-
er organisation bosses. Ismael 
Zambada has gone unpunished 
for violating the rules. I won’t be 
surprised if other cartels follow 
his example.

Vicente Zambada’s sentencing 
is expected in a few weeks. Be-
cause of his cooperation, he will 
get a reduced term and a guaran-
tee of protection for his family. 
His father will gain full control of 
the cartel without having to wor-
ry about Guzmán, who will be 
locked away for life in an Amer-
ican prison cell, to the delight of 
the United States prosecutors. Af-
ter all, their goal in this trial was 
to ensure that the drug trafficker 
Joaquín Guzmán was brought to 
justice. The irony is that the most 
powerful Sinaloa drug lords who 
are not in prison shared that goal. 

(Roberto Saviano is the author 
of “Gomorrah,” a book about 

the Neapolitan mafia, and 
“ZeroZeroZero,” about the global 

cocaine trade. )
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