ISKP ATTACK IN KABUL PUNCHES HOLES IN TALIBAN REGIME’S CLAIMS
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A recent attack by the Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISKP) on a Chinese restaurant in a supposedly secure district in the Afghan capital, Kabul, is a setback for the Taliban regime. Not only was it an embarrassment to the regime as it laid bare its limited capacity to provide foolproof security to foreign nationals; it is also likely to have drawn the ire of the Chinese, who have promised investment in Afghanistan. Other countries keen on investing in Afghanistan will have taken note.
BACKGROUND: A suicide attack in a Chinese restaurant in Kabul’s Shahr-e-Naw district on January 19 claimed the lives of seven people, including a Chinese Muslim man, who co-owned the restaurant with his wife and an Afghan partner. The others killed in the attack were Afghans. Over a dozen people, including a Chinese national, were injured in the explosion. Claiming responsibility for the attack, the ISKP warned that it “has placed Chinese nationals on its target list, especially in light of the increasing crimes committed by the Chinese government against the persecuted Uyghur Muslims.” Chinese nationals reportedly frequented the Kabul restaurant that was attacked. The bomber aimed to cause maximum Chinese casualties; according to the ISKP statement, he waited for a large number of Chinese to enter the restaurant before he blew himself up. 
The ISKP has been targeting China both in its propaganda and violence for several years. ISKP propaganda slams China’s persecution of Uighur Muslims. Its criticism of China’s policies and actions in Xinjiang is primarily aimed at drawing Uighur Muslims in the region into its fold. ISKP often calls on Muslims to take up arms against “red atheists whose hands are soaked with the blood of innocent Uyghur Muslims.” The ISKP has also targeted Chinese nationals and interests abroad, including the kidnapping and killing of two Chinese teachers in Quetta in Pakistan’s Balochistan province in 2017. ISKP attacks targeting Chinese nationals in Afghanistan include the January 2022 suicide bombing outside the Foreign Ministry building in Kabul, minutes ahead of the arrival of a Chinese delegation; the December 2022 attack on the Kabul Longan Hotel, which is frequented by Chinese businessmen, that left at least five Chinese nationals injured; and the January 2025 killing of a Chinese mining worker in Takhar. The targeted killing of Chinese nationals working in mines in Tajikistan has surged in recent months, although it is not clear whether the ISKP carried out these attacks.
Since the Taliban captured power in Kabul in August 2021, China’s role in Afghanistan has grown significantly. Chinese investment in the Afghan economy, particularly in the mineral sector, has grown. Such investment provides the internationally isolated Taliban regime in Kabul with much-needed funds and serves to help it consolidate control over power in Afghanistan. The ISKP’s targeting of Chinese nationals in Afghanistan is likely aimed at prompting Beijing to rethink its collaboration with the Taliban, the ISKP’s sworn enemy, and withdraw investments from the Afghan economy. 
IMPLICATIONS: Reports, including from the United Nations, from last year have stated that ISKP attacks have declined both in frequency and scale. ISKP propaganda publications have also fallen in frequency. They rarely provide new content, and often regurgitate topics and articles previously published. It is possible that the ISKP’s recent attack in Kabul on January 19 and the targeting of a Shia Mosque in Islamabad on February 6 were aimed at signaling that it remains a potent jihadist group. However, it may be too early to conclude that the ISKP is on the path of revival and resurgence, since the two major attacks this year were on soft targets. Yet, the fact that the ISKP was able to target a Chinese restaurant in the Shahr-e-Naw neighborhood cannot be dismissed lightly as this is a tightly guarded area of the Afghan capital. 
UN reports have been pointing out that terrorist groups like al-Qaida, ISKP and Tehreek-e-Taliban continue to operate from Afghanistan, a claim that the Taliban regime has often rejected. The January 19 attack reveals that at a minimum, the ISKP is present in Afghanistan, and remains a clear and present danger even in Kabul. This punches holes in the Taliban’s oft-repeated claims to prospective foreign partners that Afghanistan is safe for investment, and that their nationals are secure here, laying bare the fragility of these security guarantees. This is a major embarrassment and setback to the Taliban, which can be expected to further intensify operations against the ISKP in the coming days. The Taliban has been collaborating closely with China to crack down on Uighur Muslims living in Afghanistan and the regime can be expected to double down on them, especially since they form an important component of the ISKP’s fighting cadre.  
The January 19 attack in Kabul can be expected to prompt a strong response from the Chinese government. Although there were few Chinese nationals among the casualties in the restaurant attack, the fact that the bomber was able to enter a restaurant and areas reportedly secured by Chinese guards will rattle Beijing. It will raise the issue of security for its nationals and interests in Afghanistan with the Taliban regime and has already issued advisories to its nationals travelling to and living in Afghanistan. Yet while the Chinese government can be expected to step up pressure on the regime in Kabul, China is unlikely to throw in the towel with regard to investment in Afghanistan. Other countries that are looking to enhance their role in Afghanistan, for example India, will have taken note of the still unstable security environment in the country. They will be cautious in deciding on investments and taking on infrastructure-building activities in Afghanistan. 
For the ISKP, the January 19 attack on the Kabul restaurant brings mixed returns. Although the attack may not have resulted in many Chinese casualties, it has given the ISKP the propaganda boost it was looking for. This will enhance the group’s image, especially in jihadist circles. It also served to roil relations between Beijing and the Taliban regime, while the ISKP can expect a boost to its recruitment efforts. However, the group can also expect to increasingly be in Beijing’s crosshairs. 
CONCLUSIONS: The ISKP attack on a Chinese Muslim restaurant in Kabul has once again turned the spotlight on the jihadist group. While it may not signal a revival of the ISKP’s flagging image and declining capacity, it will serve to boost morale and recruitment of fighters. Importantly, it is a major setback for the Taliban regime’s credibility and for its relations with China, its most important international partner. While the attack may not prompt Beijing and Chinese businesses to review their decision to invest in Afghanistan or revise their investment strategies in the country, more such attacks, especially on hard targets and those that damage Chinese infrastructure could prompt China to go slow or scale down investment in Afghanistan. However, such a rethinking is not imminent.
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