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As U.S. troops began their withdrawal from a 20-year conflict in Afghanistan, the Taliban were 

steadily gaining more ground in rural regions of the country. Kandahar, the second-largest city in 

Afghanistan and the capital of the southern Kandahar Province, was a strategic advancement in the 

Taliban’s eventual seizure of the nation’s capital, Kabul. Kandahar also has historical significance as 

the location of the Taliban’s rise to prominence in the 1990s.  

 

In May, U.S. troops departed from the military base at the Kandahar airport and turned operations 

over to the Afghan government. After several weeks of assault in districts outside the city, the 

Taliban entered Kandahar on July 9. Initially, the airport, which is located about 10 miles southwest 

of the city, remained in the Afghan government’s control.  

 

The Afghan Air Force’s air strikes against the encroaching Taliban forces were not enough to deter 

the insurgence. In late July, the Taliban turned their attention to the airport itself. At least three of 

their rockets struck the airport’s runway during the night of July 31. There were no injuries, but 

flights out of the city were temporarily halted. 

 

On August 12 the Taliban broke through the city’s defenses. The Kandahar governor announced a 

surrender to Taliban forces and most of the Afghan security forces fled the city. A paramilitary 

group of Afghan forces called Unit 03 continued to hold onto the Kandahar Airport even after the 

rest of the city had fallen. Running out of ammunition and water while facing the Taliban’s 

ultimatum to surrender, the remaining besieged troops were eventually evacuated on August 16, 

after which the Taliban secured control of the airport. 

 

Surfacing videos and images allowed onlookers to glimpse the series of events, but the country’s 

lights may also contain a story. 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/military/u-s-forces-leave-key-afghanistan-military-base-n1266974
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/13/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-advance-kandahar.html
https://twitter.com/ANI/status/1421682716962004993?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1421682716962004993%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.opindia.com%2F2021%2F08%2Fkandahar-taliban-airport-rockets%2F
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/12/world/asia/kandahar-afghanistan-taliban.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/08/16/afghan-translator-escape-kabul/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/08/16/afghan-translator-escape-kabul/
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Figure 1: Radiance measurements of lights at Kandahar’s international airport art charted from June 2020 through 

August 14, 2021. Key events leading up to the Taliban’s seizure of city control have been added for reference. 

 

Radiance measurements processed by the Payne Institute’s Earth Observation Group (EOG) 

provide a unique view of events unfolding in Afghanistan. Since 2012 the EOG has used data 

provided by NOAA’s Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite (VIIRS), a satellite instrument that 

collects near real-time imagery of the Earth, to monitor light radiance at multiple sites across the 

world, including at the airport located in Kandahar, Afghanistan. 

 

Observations from the past several months shows the airport’s lighting has dimmed. Outages began 

on May 14, and the lights have remained out many nights since then. This summer was not the first-

time changes in lighting occurred at this site. Results show lights dimming in February of 2015 and 

further dimming in September 2020. 

 

In a 2020 paper on indicators of electric power instability, the EOG explained that electricity is 

fundamental to a country’s prosperity and economy. Dimming lights or outages occur most 

frequently in developing countries where power production may be less reliable or unable to meet 

demand. 

 

https://payneinstitute.mines.edu/eog/
https://ncc.nesdis.noaa.gov/VIIRS/
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-4292/12/19/3194
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 “Barring war or catastrophic events, the year-on-year changes in lighting are quite small. Most cities 

are either largely stable over time, or are gradually increasing in indices such as the mean, variance, 

and lift, indicating a trajectory that proceeds across multiple years,” researchers explained in the 

paper.  

 

According to the data, the airport lights were out on the nights of each of the events leading up to 

the Taliban’s take-over in Kandahar. In fact, the lights remained out for most of the past month. In 

the handful of nights with the lights on, they remained much dimmer compared to the same time 

last year. 

  

https://www.mdpi.com/2072-4292/12/19/3194
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https://payneinstitute.mines.edu/
https://payneinstitute.mines.edu/
https://twitter.com/payneinstitute
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