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KABUL — Afghanistan’s
Twitter war began in earnest
Sept. 14, during a sustained
attack on the U.S. Embassy
in Kabul and the adjacent
headquarters of the U.S.-led
international military force.

Until then, NATO officials
had kept close tabs on th:
messages posted on two az-
counts linked to the Taliban’s
media arm — but had re-
frained from engaging or ac-
knowledging them.

U.S. military officials as-
signed to the International
Security Assistance Force, or
ISAF, took the first shot in
what has become a near-dai-
ly battle waged with broad-
sides that must be kept to

Eamrmw war’s

propaganda,” Cummings
said. “One of the reasons we

‘'started putting emphasison

this is that every once in a
while, the average follower
might think this is sort of
true.” ,
ISAFs public-affairs staff
members, who work out of a
crammed, second-story of-
fice with fluorescent lights,

140 characters.

“How much longer will
terrorists put innocent Af-
ghans in harm’s way,” @isaf-
media demanded of the Tali-
ban spokesman on the sec-
ond day of the embassy at-

tack, in which militants
lobbed rockets and sprayed
gunfire from a building un-
der construction.

“Idnt knw. U hve bn pttng
thm n ‘harm’s way’ fr da pst
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do notrespond to every Tali-
ban tweet. The primary ac-

_count user for (at)isafmedia,

whom Cummings and Badu-
ra declined to identify, usual-
ly flags something the Tali-
ban have posted. Those pre-
sent discuss whether to go on
the offensive or just laylow.
“We pick and choose,”
Cummings said. .
That way, he and Badura
said, they believe they have
elevated the level of dis-
course —at least as much as
enemies fighting deadly bat-

i

tles can.

“If you look at the chronol-
ogy over the past six months,
it does look like there have
been some changes in their
content and claims,” Badura
said. “They realize that we
pay closer attention and are
going to call them on it when
we realize there is something
completely sensational or in-
accurate.”

But the sharp swipes con-
tinue. On Dec. 9, @ABalkhi
tweeted that “@isafmedia

continue genocide of Af-
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SOCIAL BATTLEFRONT | The U.S. military and the
Taliban have expanded to a war of few words,
countering each other’s claims with daily messages.

ghans: ISAF terrorists beat
defenseless man to death.”

@isafmedia shot back:
“Sorry @ABalkhi: looting
and beating innocents NOT
part of ISAF practices during
routine searches”

@ABalkhi had the last
word in that exchange, link-
ing to a video depicting
abuse by a rogue platoon of
soldiers who were accused of
killing Afghan civilians for
sportin Kandahar province
during the summer of 2010.
“@isafmedia too true. You

only shoot and loot for
fun!!” the Taliban operative

‘wrote.

Badura and Cummings
said they don’t have a strong
opinion about whether
groups such as the Taliban
should be given a platform
on mainstream social-media
sites. The Taliban accounts
do not appear to violate
Twitter’s guidelines. As long
as their enemy continues
tweeting, they said, the U.S,
military will keep hitting re-
ply.

“One might argue that
those platforms should re-
main as open as possible,”
Badura said. “What we're
seeing is that just as we've
recognized the value, so
have they. We’ve had an
awakening, and we’re not
leaving that battle space un-
challenged.”






