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thoSe who live by cUrioSity live iN SUch a way 
that oNly diScovery throUgh qUeStioNiNg, 

toUch, aNd exPerieNce caN qUeNch the thirSt for 
diScoveriNg the meaNiNg of oNe’S owN life.
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AFGHANISTANKiNG’s PaLaCE



In mid-September, it was in Wardak 
Province—which lay directly southeast 
of Afghanistan’s capital city of Kabul—

where the United Nations made the painful de-
cision to withdraw all personnel completing hu-
manitarian missions throughout the province, 
with the exception of those completing work in 
the Behsud district. Citing a grave concern over 
the security of its mission workers, or lack there-
of, most media outlets took the UN’s decision, 
coupled with reports that Taliban forces were 
proclaiming they had taken nearly 75-percent of 
the province, and dubbed the area a “lawless re-
gion”.

Problems persisted in Wardak when in-
surgents launched an attack on a military sup-
ply convoy that resulted in a reported response 

by the International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF) in the Sayed Abad district. Three civilian 
contractors were wounded during the attack that 
required an air strike to be neutralized. While 
there were no casualties, the attack solidified no-
tions that Wardak was on a steep decline, at least 
where security was concerned.

But hope abounds Afghanistan’s poorest 
province on the eve of the annual Islamic Bayram 
celebration. With the help of a civilian-led Turk-
ish Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT)—the 
only one of its kind—and the leadership of a vi-
sionary governor who has been in place for four 
months of his three-year commitment, Wardak 
can continue to see the improvements it began 
when the PRT was established in November of 
2006 and give back to NATO forces the region 
key to the country’s southern routes.

-------------------------------
Walking by a large green tent constructed in 

a corner of the square PRT complex, a large tarp 
lay across the grass. Its original color is hard to 
discern in the harsh midday sun, but this is also 
because it is now soaked with blood. The Turkish 
soldiers that clammer around the tarp are hack-
ing away at a bovine creature whose dismem-
bered parts lay in separate piles. “Photos aren’t 
allowed,” notes 1st Lt. Yuksel Kilic, the ISAF 
Headquarters-based Turkish soldier responsible 
for the tour of Wardak. While we get seated for a 
ride to the central market, Kilic explains that the 
dismembering of this animal is actually a cere-
monious sacrifice that marks the first day of Bay-
ram, a four-day Islamic event akin to a Christmas 
celebration in Christian practices. Two-thirds of 
the meat being separated will be donated to local 
Afghan citizens deemed to be the poorest by their 
tribal chiefs, while the remaining third will find 
its way into the Turkish PRT’s dinner later in the 
evening. 

As the ride to our destination is quiet, I 
recall a story Kilic had explained earlier in the 
morning, the Old Testament story of the Bible 
where the prophet Abraham was asked to sac-

rifice his only son by God. “Just before he was 
about to do it, God tells him to that his devotion 
was enough and to sacrifice an animal instead,” 
Kilic says. “It is this simple principle we practice 
to be closer to God.” More than just the sacrifice, 
the event brings together families in their duty 
to help struggling Muslims in a time meant for 
peace, if only for a few days. It’s a comforting no-
tion to which we cling as we travel to the market.

As we arrive, the group, which consists of 
me and Kilic as well as three civilian Turkish spe-
cial force officers, is collectively disappointed at 
the vast emptiness that has overcome the main 
street. But the consolation is that any signs of vi-
olence have, for the moment, been swept away by 
the wind that blows a feint haze of dust into the 
air of the empty main street. All but two shops 
are closed as most of those who usually crowd the 
market have opted celebrate the Bayram in their 
homes or elsewhere. The presence of a familiar 
up-armored vehicle bearing the Turkish flag does 
bring out a curious pack of children who welcome 
the Turkish officers as they patrol the area. The 
visit is rather quick as we get back into the vehicle 
to press on to the Governor’s house.

A multitude of people have gathered 
outside the faded green structure 
that houses Wardak’s governmental 

council. The men that make up this crowd all bear 
the traditional robes and headdresses of elders 
that are said to be the true control of any group of 
people in Afghanistan. Each district is represent-
ed as the men prepare for a distribution of more 
than 16 tons of cow meat that has been prepared 
several miles down the main road in Maiden 
Shahr. The meat itself was donated by the Turk-
ish government in celebration of the Bayram, and 
its distribution was facilitated through coordina-
tion meetings between the PRT’s Civilian Coor-
dinator, Cünyet Yavuzcan, the Provincial Coun-
cil Chief, Haji Muhammed Hazret Jaman, and 
Wardak Governor Halim Fidai. “Each district has 
formulated its own list of financially challenged 

citizens,” Yavuzcan explains. The meat is car-
ried off the trucks to the districts by a myriad of 
methods. Some carry seven or eight bags of meat, 
some 50-pounds or so, in blankets on their backs, 
while some are fortunate enough to have brought 
small Toyota trucks. In any case, Fidai overlooks 
the distribution from the entrance leading into 
the Governmental Compound’s conference room. 
As he stands arms folded, he slightly smiles and 
nods his head to the well wishers and visiting 
tribal councilmen that approach him; his stern 
expression masks the hopeful man he revealed 
himself to be in earlier conversations.

-------------------------------
“I like challenges,” Fidai said, referring to 

the acceptance of his post four months ago as 
Governor of one of the most troubled provinces 
in Afghanistan. A native of the province, Fidai’s 
history is one of the brightest beacons of hope 
for Wardak citizens. Having earned a master’s 
degree in public relations and communication 
from a university in Pakistan, he spent nearly two 
decades working with various non-governmental 
organizations brining much-needed humanitari-
an aid to various parts of the country before being 
offered the position as Governor. He sees Wardak 
as having vast untapped resources available to 
bring the province to its feet, using the Turkish 
PRT as the backbone of his plans. 

“The people are very supportive of this PRT 
because it is mostly civilians,” Fidai explains. 
“They can work with these people free of uni-
forms and weapons.”

Fidai’s plan for recovery consists not only 
of the PRT constructing the means to train citi-
zens, but also to employ them post-training. His 
main priority will focus on the younger genera-
tions. He noted that less than half of the students 
that complete primary school have little or no 
means of completing higher education, nor can 
they seek gainful employment which makes them 
more susceptible to getting involved with the vio-
lent factions in the province. “Some have families 
that they need to care for, and they have no choice 
but to participate in the violent actions of these 
groups,” Fidai said. “If we bring in more develop-
ments in education and agriculture, we can great-
ly hinder the growth of insurgency.”

Another key to success Fidai sees is the rees-
tablishment of security throughout the province. 
Recent months have seen a rise in insurgent at-
tacks which Fidai can only attribute to a lack of 
security, something which the military half of the 
PRT cannot contend with on its own. Fadai and 
Yavuzcan both said there is a chance to rectify 
this. Early next year, Yavuszcan said there will 
be influx of American troops, as the U.S. plans 
to send two more brigades of soldiers who will 
operate out of Wardak’s capital city of Meydan 
Shahr. It is hoped, according to Yavuszcan, that 
the American troops will alleviate the security is-
sues putting pressure on the PRT to continue its 
work in rebuilding Wardak, a sentiment shared 
by Fidai who hopes to see Wardak succeed, par-
ticularly in agriculture. 

“The apple is a powerful symbol,” Fidai said. 
“You see it everywhere in the province, especially 
as a symbol in the new structures that have been 
built. [Wardak] has the most delicious apples 
in the world, but without a proper agricultural 
structure we cannot share them with the rest of 
the country or the world.”

All the meat carried by the first of four 
trucks has been distributed to the 
various district representatives. The 

group heads back to the PRT compound. The on-

Wardak
Winning in

How the provincial government is winning a quiet strategic 
battle in the country’s poorest province with the help of a 

civilian-led Turkish Provincial Reconstruction Team.
Story and  phtotos by U.S.  Navy Petty Officer 2nd Class Aramis X. Ramirez

n Haji Muhammed Hazret Jaman, Chief of the Wardak Provincial Council, stands in 
the back of the truck that carried the first of four shipments of meat that was to be 
distributed to poor citizens of Wardak Province as part of the first day of the Islamic 
Bayram celebration in the governor’s compound on Dec. 9, 2008. 



and-off again snowfall has dissipated and the sky 
is clear in the late-day sun. The clearer air allows 
good light to shine upon the square structure of 
the PRT, which lay on a lower-elevated patch 
of land in the middle of several snow-capped 
mountains. It’s not a typically built compound for 
military operations. The green grass in the court-
yard—a rare sight in a country divided between 
mountain and desert—complement the brick-red 
buildings that serve as a dormitory for PRT per-
sonnel. “After we have finished here, this PRT will 
be converted into a primary school,” Yavuzcan 
says further noting that the goal is to remove PRT 
civilian and military troops by the end of 2011.  
On the previous night, Yavuzcan spoke about the 
work of his PRT.

-------------------------------
“Turkey has a long history of good relations 

with Afghanistan historically, culturally and reli-
giously,” said Yavuzcan, who explained that the 
establishment of a Turkish PRT could be seen not 
only as a contribution to NATO forces and their 
efforts, but also as a continued solidarity between 
the two countries. 

Unlike the other 25 PRT units in Afghani-
stan, the Turkish PRT in Wardak, an ISAF es-
tablishment like all others, operates solely under 
civilian authority by the Turkish Ministry of For-
eign Affairs with assistance by the Turkish Army 
that lends aid in maintaining force protection for 
PRT compound while members of the Turkish 
Special Forces. It is because of this that the PRT 
has seen its biggest successes despite being faced 
with its biggest disadvantages, namely the afore-
mentioned lack of security. 

Since it was put in place in 2006, the PRT 
has been responsible for constructing and estab-
lishing key operations throughout the province, 
spending close to $17 million. These include 

primary schools for boys and girls, agricultural 
schools, health clinics, food storage units, police 
centers, and a training compound for Afghan Na-
tional Police (ANP) recruits that are currently be-
ing trained by Turkish police instructors. To aid 
the police instructors, the PRT also coordinated 
with its government a Turkish Police Academy 
training program that sends five Afghan students 
a year to Turkey to take part in a five-year training 
program with which they can return to Wardak to 
train other ANP recruits. So far ten people have 
been sent over the last two years to take part in 
the program.

“These are things the people have said they 
need,” Yavuzcan said. “This PRT isn’t about com-
ing and taking over. We had extensive meetings 
with provincial leaders and the people to find out 
what they need to rebuild.”

Yavuzcan said the lingering security issue 
hinders the PRT’s efforts despite its close prox-
imity to the country’s capital city. “The consensus 
of the people of Wardak is that they feel neglect-
ed by their central government, but by pressing 
forward, we can help change that perspective,” he 
said adding that the decision to place civilians in 
leadership positions in the PRT was based on this 
goal.

Strategically, the main supply road heading 
south to Kandahar bisects Wardak, making it a 
prime location for which coalition forces and in-
surgents fight to gain and maintain control. While 
the Taliban have alleged on various websites that 
they control a majority of the region, both Yavuz-
can and Fidai disagree, citing that the continued 
work of the PRT is evidence to the contrary.

“Their propaganda is aimed to instill fear 
in the people because there is no sound estab-
lishment in Wardak from which they can work,” 
Fidai said. “They resort to such tactics because 

they see the work we are doing to rebuild and 
the successes of the PRT. We cannot deny that 
attacks happen, but they happen elsewhere with 
far worse results as well and it makes no sense 
that people see Wardak as being the most trou-
bled. We continue to do our work and hope that 
the positive results will show people a different 
Wardak so that we can finally get the develop-
ments we need here to succeed long term.”

-------------------------------

It’s dinner time and the line has begun 
to form outside the dining room at the 
PRT. The spirit of the PRT workers is 

high—it is their time of celebration. As each en-
ters the dining area one by one they greet people 
cheerily as they enter to get in the back of the 
line. Everyone sits to enjoy their meal; the meat 
is as fresh as it comes having been stripped from 
the cow just hours earlier. Once seated, a simple 
glance around the room reveals a lively bunch 
of Turkish men seemingly unperturbed with the 
fact that they are spending their religiously holi-
day away from family and friends. 

It seems rather fitting to end the day on 
such a note. An unknown Turkish Army officer 
said off-handedly earlier in the afternoon that he 
thinks the key to winning in the war against ter-
rorism in Afghanistan is “we must win the mind 
of the people.” The mindset at this dinner is one 
of giving, a key theme of Bayram that Muslims 
perpetuate. 

“The gift of education, of rebuilding a secu-
rity force, this is what we can give to the Afghan 
people,” Yavuzcan said during an initial pres-
entation of the PRT to visitors. “It is our duty as 
fellow Muslims to help those less fortunate, and 
the PRT’s greatest gift is to show these people 
they have to capability now to begin to stand on 
their own.”

n Cuneyt Yavuzcan, Civialian Coordinator for the Turkish Provincial 
Reconstruction Team (PRT) hosts a tea with leaders of the Wardak 
Provincial Council in the conference PRT compound on Dec. 9, 
2008. 
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Stories and imagery chronicle the various locations and 
commands to which i have been assigned in the U.S. Navy 
as a photojournalist and public affairs specialist to include 
afghanistan, alaska, mississippi and bahrain. 
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