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DAVID MUIR: He met with Afghanistan's president just weeks ago in Washington. He said
Afghan leaders gave up, the military collapsed. 

IAN PANNELL: Yeah. I mean, it was a pretty harsh assessment. Bear in mind that President
Asraf Ghani did, in fact, leave the country. He was one of the first to leave the country. But I
think a lot of the criticisms were unfair. Remember that the administration here was cut out of all
negotiations that the Americans were having together with the Taliban, so they marginalized the
Afghan government so any peace negotiations that were going on afterwards were pretty
worthless because the Americans had already said that they would leave. I mean, there are lots of
questions about relitigating what had happened. There are people who disagree about the threat
on the ground, whether or not departing the country is a good decision or not. Al-Qaeda still
exists here. There are other terrorist organizations, and now, the Taliban controls the country.
There are real fears there could be vast, ungoverned spaces allowing extremism and terrorism to
flourish again. We heard the British defense secretary and the head of the U.K. military saying
exactly that in the last seven days. But even if you think that was the right decision, the manner in
which it’s being conducted, I think, will leave a lot of people dumbfounded.

(….)

4:24 p.m. Eastern

MUIR: He continued that promise that we will evacuate thousands and not only American
personnel, but the Afghans who helped the U.S. Through so many years of conflict. 

MARTHA RADDATZ: And that is going to be very difficult and there is no real solid plan in
place on how to do that. They want to do that. They want to get those Afghans out of the country.
But getting them even to the airport at this point is nearly impossible. And those perimeters
around the airport, they are not secure yet. Those horrible scenes that you played earlier, David,
that we're looking at again now of people cramming to the airport, clinging to the airplanes. You
know, President Biden doubled down on what he had said originally about wanting to get out of
Afghanistan. But just going forward with Ian's point, this really isn't about withdrawing from
Afghanistan. That is a debatable point. There are many people who think that is a good idea.
What they want to talk about is how this was done. Just look at those pictures. There was not a
plan in place on how to deal with that. The President also said we didn't get them out earlier
because many didn't want to go. Well, many didn't want to go because people like President
Biden were saying it was highly unlikely that the Taliban would overtake that country, so there
are failures on so many levels here, David. Failure of diplomacy, failure of that military training.
The President talked about how we had trained those Afghan troops for 20 years and this
happened. What did we do wrong? And a failure of intelligence, David. Yes, people were
predicting that possibly, at some point, the Taliban may take over, but they were not predicting
that it could be so fast and we have been dealing with the Taliban now for 20 years. 



MUIR: Yes, he said it was possible. This was just weeks ago. The President said it's possible but
highly unlikely we'd be seeing what's unfolding here now. Martha, quickly before we move on, I
just wanted to ask about his reference to veterans in this country, the men and women who
served in Afghanistan and of course our Gold Star families who lost loved ones in Afghanistan.
The President saying this is deeply personal for them and he tried to make the case for himself as
well. 

RADDATZ: That's exactly right. It is deeply personal for them, David. They look at this. I've
talked to so many veterans and Gold Star families are shattered watching these scenes and asking
themselves, “what was this for?” Because many just feel like we've gone backwards 20 years.
The Taliban has taken over this country. You know, President Biden talks about human rights.
How are they going to do that? How are they going to help those women in educating people and
human rights with the Taliban in charge? And the veterans? They are asking themselves the same
question, what was this for? They fought honorably, they fought for the men and women next to
them, but they look at these scenes in horror, David. 

(….)
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JONATHAN KARL: Biden is the one that has expressed the determination to do this, despite the
advice that he got from his own military advisers, most of whom, his top military advisers, told
him that there would be bad repercussions to have a complete withdrawal under such a short time
frame, urging him to keep some force, 3,000 or 4,000 troops in Afghanistan until there could be a
more – a political resolution between the Taliban and the Afghan government. But David, you
know, one – one point here listening to Biden, you get a sense that he's portraying the options
here as a simple choice between withdrawing all American forces or having a war that never
ends, between – essentially peace or war with the Taliban. And I think that what you'll hear from
– from many people that have worked on this issue, many in the military is that it's not as simple
as that. You know, we – we don't suddenly achieve peace by withdrawing U.S. troops, all troops
out of Afghanistan. That's what we're seeing now. Could this have been done in a more orderly
fashion? Was there really a – the urgency to do this right now and in this way?

MUIR: And certainly, the largest question, Jon, as you alluded to at the end, is at the very least,
how did the last 24 to 48 hours, how was that allowed to happen?

(….)
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TERRY MORAN: It's a speech that seems to miss the moment. He gave a speech defending his
decision to be the President who did withdraw all American forces from our longest war in
Afghanistan. And he's right and you're right in the sense that that is a popular opinion in the
United States. The American people, if they give any thought to American troops in Afghanistan
over the past several years and more, the only thought is: what are we still doing there? And Joe



Biden wanted to be the President as did Donald Trump, as did others, as Jon Karl pointed out, to
withdraw the troops. The question is this disaster that we are watching in front of our eyes in
Kabul, in Afghanistan, throughout Afghanistan, and its impact on American power and prestige
around the world and he didn't answer the question as to how his administration bungled this. In
fact, he shifted blame. He said, you know, the buck stops here but it was hard to see where he
actually accepted responsibility. He blamed former President Trump. He rarely mentions Donald
Trump by name, but he did, saying that Donald Trump's agreement kind of boxed him in. He
blamed the Afghan government. He blamed Afghan troops. He blamed the Afghan people who
had decided – some had decided that they want to wait a while to see if they could get out in an
orderly fashion. He did not, in any way, accept responsibility for the catastrophe that's unfolded
in Kabul and I think missed a moment to demonstrate the kind of leadership to live up to that
saying the buck stops here. 

MUIR: An important point, Terry. The President giving a speech this afternoon making a case
that it's somewhat popular with the American people but only in one line acknowledging those
horrific images being seen by the world. He said it saddens me but, again, it was a single
reference to the horrific images we've seen over the last 24 hours.

(….)
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PANNELL: You're talking about thousands of people and their families. There is no system in
place here. There was no plan in place. There's no real agreement with the Taliban. Again, we
offered an unconditional withdrawal. These kinds of details could have been worked out. A real
plan could have been in place. It wasn't and that's why we're seeing the tragedy down the road. 
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ROXANNA SABIERI: Well, Norah, the Taliban now say they're back in charge and their entry
into the city was so swift that it set many Afghans into a panic. There’s still that feeling of
desperation that is undeniable and you saw that at those scenes at the Kabul airport today where
some Afghans were so afraid of the return of the Taliban rule they clung to the side of that U.S.
military aircraft as it was taking off and at least two were seen falling to their death. As you
mentioned earlier, Norah, the civilian side of the airport has been shut down for now, but just
over the past half-hour, as the President began speaking, we heard a few military aircraft land.
That is a sign surely that the evacuation of U.S. civilians, citizens, and their Afghan allies is
continuing. Now, all this is happening as the Taliban fighters been seen walking in the streets of
Kabul, armed, also in vehicles left behind by the retreating Afghan security forces. The Taliban
has vowed that they're going to keep order under Sharia law. They also vow that they will not



harm civilians or foreigners or diplomats and that they will respect women's rights. But the
Afghans we have spoken to don't trust these promises. At least two are now in hiding because
they fear what might happen to them. At the same time, we've asked these Afghans and others if
they blame Americans for leaving them. They say they feel abandoned, but they are even more
disappointed in their own government and right now, they’re resigned, afraid, and uncertain
about the future. Norah. 

(….)
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NORAH O’DONNELL: But what’s the thinking with inside the Pentagon about what a mess this
is? 

DAVID MARTIN: Well, everybody was surprised including the Taliban at the – the speed of this
collapse. But, you know, there is humiliation of the moment but the real problem is getting that
airport working and getting people out because you're talking about first, the Americans. He said
thousands of Americans. That's not counting the embassy diplomats, so there's thousands of
Americans out there in – in Afghanistan, and then there are tens of thousands of Afghans who
work for the U.S., the State Department, the CIA, the military during the war who now have
good reason to fear for their lives. Are we going to be able to get them out? There is no provision
that I know of for getting them to the airport. They have to get to the airport on their own and of
course we know that getting to the airport is not necessarily the answer to your problem because
of the chaos that reigns there. So, when Roxanna said she heard planes landing during that
speech, that's good news cause that means that’s more troops coming, more troops to establish
order at that airfield and then with every plane that goes in, that's one more plane to fill up with
about 250 passengers to take out. But we still don't understand what's going to happen to all those
Afghans who have to make it to the airport on their own and frankly, I think the honor of the
United States depends on getting those Afghans out. 

O’DONNELL: And David, answer that question. Because while people may agree with President
Biden that it's time to end the war in Afghanistan, the way it ended and the way that the Taliban
was able to so swiftly take control and the way that we have thousands of not only U.S. citizens
there but also those who have helped our forces on the ground as you mention, that they'd they
are left in harm's way, that that aftermath was handled poorly. Is that where some of the blame
will be placed within the Biden administration for failing to anticipate that? 

MARTIN: I think everybody recognizes that we pumped way too much money into Afghanistan,
to the point where it fueled corruption so that corruption became as big an enemy as the Taliban.
And then when the U.S. started to withdraw, all the things that the U.S. military is good at, air
strikes, medivac, resupply of food and ammunition went away and those Afghan soldiers were
left out there in the provinces knowing no one was going to come to rescue them. They'd be
lucky if they got fed. And so, this military that we had tried to inculcate with the motto of no man
left behind, suddenly turned into a military of every man for himself.



O’DONNELL: Well put, David Martin.

(….)

4:29 p.m. Eastern

O’DONNELL: You heard the President say that American troops shouldn't be fighting and dying
in a war that Afghans aren't willing to fight themselves. You've been with them. Did they lack the
will? What happened? 

CHARLIE D’AGATA: Well, Norah, there's an element of truth to that of course. They didn't
fight any battle on any front. That became patently clear. And when I spoke to Scott Miller, the
last time we were together in Afghanistan, he was the commander of U.S. and NATO forces, he
says his biggest fear if we saw these U.S. provincial capitals collapse one after the other. But
what David Martin is pointing out is extremely crucial in what has unfolded. Now, when I’ve
been with Afghan and U.S. forces, the Afghan troops will be out. Remember, U.S. combat troops
really haven't been engaged in ground combat for some time. As soon as they get into trouble,
they call in U.S. air strikes, close air support is really important, having those helicopters there,
medivac is very important. As soon as you take that away from the equation, they lose confidence
and the Taliban has the momentum, the Afghan forces were losing morale and what's really
important here is when they start picking off cities like Kandahar and Herat, and Kunduz to the
south, the Afghan forces aren’t capable of fighting several front. They can't defend any of these
places because it is difficult to get around Afghanistan and who can solve that equation, who can
solve that problem? U.S. and coalition forces. The Afghan air force just isn't capable of moving
men, weapons, or supplies to several battlefields or any battlefield for that matter. And really, the
only serious fighting force are the commandos and there just aren't enough of them to go around. 
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KELLY O’DONNELL: Well, so much pressure building on the president to make these remarks
and what we saw was a president defiant against his critics in both parties about his decision,
doubling down on his call to withdraw U.S. troops. Also acknowledging that he did not — and
his advisers did not — fully appreciate how quickly Afghanistan would fall to the Taliban. What
the President did not do is explain why this has been such a devastating unfolding at the airport
and what he will do right now. Now, what he's talking about is supporting additional troops to
free the Americans who were there as well as allies of the U.S. who have been at real risk. But he
did not really address how this unfolding of chaos and crisis and fear is on his watch. He
accepted full responsibility for that, but the President spent most of his time talking about the fact
that this was a decision he believes is the right one over the sweep of time and standing behind
that. There's the symmetry, the political symbolism, the emotional symbolism of exiting



Afghanistan by the anniversary of 9/11. But in many ways, that's an arbitrary date — one that
certainly is a bookend to the U.S. involvement there but didn't take into account things like the
facts on the ground, the season of fighting this time of year being more active for the Taliban. For
President Biden, there is real political pressure here with voices across the political spectrum
saying even if he is right about his call as commander-in-chief to exit U.S. forces from this act of
war, that the handling of this period is something that will certainly be on his watch and
something he will have to take credit for and take all of the slings and arrows that come with it.
What happens now in the immediate future will be key. Can the U.S. get a handle on this? Can
the President be judged on actions from this moment forward to deal with the urgent crisis on the
ground?

(....)
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CHUCK TODD: Well, look, I thought his best argument was the fact that, “hey, look at how the
Afghan army wasn't ready. The Afghan people didn't want this.” The nation building argument is
the best argument politically he can make. But I want to concur with what Kelly said, which was
the big gap in his remarks was not explaining why this is happening, why this is so chaotic. Yes,
he admitted that they — they had — didn't expect this to unravel this fast. They perhaps had too
much — too much faith in Afghan leaders, spent a lot of time blaming the Afghans. By the way,
over the weekend, the President put out a printed statement that was very tough and seemed to
pass the buck to President Trump, saying President Trump tied — almost implying that President
Trump tied his hands. What I thought was interesting here is he did not, while he said — he
noted that his predecessor that negotiated with the Taliban, he also said this is proof that there
was never a good time to draw down, essentially almost letting — admitting that who ever
attempted to withdraw all because this is he needs to almost make this argument if he wants to —
if he wants to make the case that, hey, this was going to be chaotic no matter who did it. He
almost said this — making the case that this is — this chaos was inevitable considering what we
saw. Look, he is now up against sort of history at this point. Anything that emanates. You know
what happens, I think the next month here, Lester, is to be horrendous for him, public
relations-wise. This is going to be a propaganda tool on the 20th anniversary of 9/11 with Al
Qaeda, with these prisoners being released, with the Taliban there. I think this is going to be a
tough month. The question is: Is he right? Is he able to do counterterrorism without being in
country? That's going to be the big test and the long-term test of whether he made the right call or
not.

(....)
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ANDREA MITCHELL: Well, the State Department has been very defensive about why they
were so slow to get those special visas for Afghan translators and others who had worked for the
U.S. military and that is a criticism that he has not really addressed. Bipartisan criticism, I should
add from Democratic members of Congress. who has said that they passed legislation in July



specifically to speed this up and it's not just them. Of course it's the women, the girls who are left
behind and don't even qualify for the special visa, so he hasn't really addressed the Afghan people
while criticizing understandably the political leadership in Afghanistan and the Afghan military.
Also, he said that the original mission to make sure that they could never be another 9/11 attack
on the homeland from this country as his base for terror and that was accomplished 10 years ago
with the killing of Osama bin laden and that that could still be accomplished from “over the
horizon from outside the country.” That is not the case, though. According to former CIA
director John Brennan, who was in a Democratic administration as well as working for
Republicans and others who say you cannot accomplish from outside what you have lost by the
withdrawal because once you close the Bagram Air Force Base, which you know so well. Lester,
you lost the ground truth and that that is going to be far more difficult than that, under the
Taliban, these terrorists could reform. Lester?

(....)
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RICHARD ENGEL: So it seems like the United States is now trying to make up for time. That
was lost while the airport was overrun today with people trying to escape. The biggest thing that
people here in Kabul are going to is that President Biden said that human rights are the center of
his administration. People today were trying to escape with their lives. They fear that the U.S. —
or they believe that the U.S. has abandoned them, abandoned hope, abandoned women in this
country and they will say how could it possibly be — faced with the — what we — the scenes we
saw at this airport just a few hours ago that the President comes on national television and makes
an address and says human rights are his — at the cornerstone of his policy. 

(....)
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ENGEL But right now that the Taliban is — is trying to bask in its victory. It says that what it
achieved was — was — was with a gift from God that no one in the world could possibly have
achieved. And they are — are riding high at the moment. We will see if they are challenged, if
people start disagree with their policies, how the Taliban will react and then the final issue about
terrorism. It's not just about territory. It's not just about being on the ground. It is the symbolic
victory. Al-Qaeda affiliates today have already been celebrating the Taliban victory, that the
Taliban was able to push the United States out of Afghanistan and that is a significant thing
because first, you had ISIS. ISIS was destroyed. Al-Qaeda was diminished, a shell of itself. But
now with this very public Taliban victory and the U.S. pulling out under fire and the evacuation
flights happening right now to try to get people out as quickly as possible, the — the international
jihadi movement is — is now seeing itself reinvigorated and inspired.


