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Afghanistan finally has a new government and has signed the Bilateral Security Agreement 

(BSA) and a status of forces agreement (SOFA), as of October of 2014.  For all of the 

political rhetoric that has followed, however, Afghanistan is still the forgotten war at a time 

when the Taliban is making steady gains, civilian casualties are rising, the Afghan economy 

is in crisis, and there still are no clear plans for any post-2014 aspect of transition.  

Afghanistan is also only part of the story. Pakistan is in political chaos, has rising tensions 

with India, has made uncertain progress in its latest military campaign, and has made no 

progress in the mix of economic and educational reforms that are critical to a stable future. 

In Central Asia, while US forces have effectively left, the US still has not announced any 

strategy to deal with Central Asia in the future and adjust to the growing tension with 

Russia. 

The end result is that United States has failed to define meaningful future strategies for 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central Asia. It is reducing its presence in Afghanistan so 

quickly that its Transition efforts may well fail, and it has no clear future strategy for 

Pakistan or Central Asia.  

The US needs to come to grips with the fact that strategy does not consist of concepts, good 

intentions, or public statements that will not be implemented in any meaningful form. It 

consists of the policies and actions that are already in place and practical plans that can be 

ï and are ï actually implemented.  

Yes, it would be nice to see Afghanistan emerge suddenly in 2015 or 2016 as a unified, 

peaceful, developing democracy. It would be nice to seek Pakistan on the same path. It 

would be nice to resolve the tensions and risk of conflict between India and Pakistan. It 

would be nice to see Central Asia develop as a region, and do so in ways that are peaceful, 

and involve the same progress towards democracy. 

But, these are not meaningful and practical strategic objectives for the US, its European 

allies, or NATO. The current realities on the ground strongly indicate that the present US 

approach to Transition in Afghanistan will fail at the military, political, economic, and 

governance levels.  

As for the broader US approach to Pakistan and the region, the most likely result is that the 

countries in South Asia will  face at least another decade of uncertain development and 

stability ï if not actual conflict ï and that the situation in Central Asia will be all too similar. 

The end result is a near vacuum in the United Statesô ability to form, resource and 

implement a strategy that offers any hope of addressing the key challenges in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and Central Asia.  

The US currently lacks a real world strategy for dealing with Afghanistan, Pakistan, and 

Central Asia. It has an unworkable and under-resourced Transition plan for Afghanistan, 

no meaningful public strategy for Pakistan, and little more than statements of good 

intentions for Central Asia as it withdraws the forces that supported the war in Afghanistan. 
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I. The Developing Strategic Vacuum in Afghanistan, 

Central and South Asia 

To the extent that the US has does have a strategy for Afghanistan, Pakistan, Central Asia, 

and South Asia, it has been driven largely by the real world impact of US decisions to leave 

Afghanistan. As Secretary Gatesôs memoirs make clear, the Obama Administrationôs 

priorities shifted away from Afghanistan even as the President approved a military surge 

in Afghanistan in 2010. He then assigned a deadline of 2014 for a US combat role over the 

uncertain objections of several members of his cabinet and senior military advisors.1  

By that time, the US already saw Pakistan as a key center of gravity in the war, and as a 

source of aid and comfort to an enemy base in part on its soil. It was clear that the Pakistani 

Army was using its ISI to covertly support the Taliban and other Afghan insurgents, and 

as providing cover and sanctuary to both Osama Bin Laden and Al Qaeda, and to the Quetta 

Taliban and Haqqani network ï views described in detail in Carlotta Gallôs The Wrong 

Enemy ï a book broadly endorsed by a number of US officers and experts with actually 

working experience in Pakistan.2 

It was also clear that Afghanistan lacked an effective government, was one of the most 

corrupt countries in the world, faced a prolonged budget and economic crisis the moment 

outside aid and military spending was seriously cut, and would be unable to create and 

sustain effective security forces indefinitely without major outside financial aid, military 

advisors, and military support.  

US Strategy Writes Off  Afghanistan Pakistan, and 

the Region 

US rhetoric implied continued support for Afghanistan without really addressing either its 

weaknesses or its failures as a partner, and left the issue of Pakistan largely unaddressed 

because of its critical role as a route for US supplies and movements. The US reality was 

reflected by in the new Defense Strategic Guidance that it issued in January 2012. This 

Guidance made it clear that US intended to leave Afghanistan, focus on other regions of 

the world. It called for the US to only fight where its strategic interests were directly 

involved and only in proportion to the importance of those interests. It explicitly said the 

US should avoid fighting wars major like the ones in Iraq and Afghanistan in the future, 

avoid large-scale land force commitments to limited wars of limited strategic value, and 

focus on strategic partnerships where the partner would play a major role. 

The US repeated key elements of this guidance in every Department of Defense and State 

Department budget request from FY2013 onwards. This was true of its FY2015 budget 

submission, of the new Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR 2014) the US issued in March 

2014. The executive summary to the 2014 QDR for, example, only provided a token 

reference to leaving Afghanistan, focused on the Middle East and Asia, and discussed 

virtually every other region than Central and South Asia ï which it effectively did not 

mention at all: 3 

Rebalancing and sustaining our presence and posture abroad to better protect U.S. national security 

interests. In striving to achieve our three strategic objectives, the Department will also continue to 

rebalance and sustain our global posture. We will continue our contributions to the U.S. rebalance 
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to the Asia-Pacific region, seeking to preserve peace and stability in a region that is increasingly 

central to U.S. political, economic, and security interests.  

Faced with North Koreaôs long-range missiles and WMD programs ï particularly its pursuit of 

nuclear weapons ï the United States is committed to maintaining peace and security on the Korean 

Peninsula. As part of our broader efforts for stability in the Asia-Pacific region, the United States 

will maintain a robust footprint in Northeast Asia while enhancing our presence in Oceania and 

Southeast Asia.  

As we end combat operations in Afghanistan, we are prepared to transition to a limited mission 

focused on counterterrorism and training, advising, and assisting Afghan security forces. The United 

States also has enduring interests in the Middle East, and we will remain fully committed to the 

security of our partners in the region. We will continue to maintain a strong military posture in the 

Gulf region ï one that can respond swiftly to crisis, deter aggression, and assure our allies and 

partners ï while making sure that our military capabilities evolve to meet new threats.  

Given our deep and abiding interests in maintaining and expanding European security and prosperity, 

we will continue our work with allies and partners to promote regional stability and Euro-Atlantic 

integration, as well as to improve capacity, interoperability, and strategic access for coalition 

operations. Across the globe, we will ensure the access needed to surge forces rapidly in the event 

of a crisis. 

The QDR did not mention Central or South Asia at all in the section on regional trends. 4 

They were only mentioned in a passing, and as a vague priority in the final passages of the 

section on Building Global Security towards the end of the document ï as much because 

the authors had to say something as because of any serious strategic focus on any state 

other than India: 5 

We will continue efforts to help stabilize Central and Southwest Asia and deepen our engagement 

in the Indian Ocean region to bolster our rebalance to Asia. The stability of Pakistan and peace in 

South Asia remain critical to this effort. The United States supports Indiaôs rise as an increasingly 

capable actor in the region, and we are deepening our strategic partnership, including through the 

Defense Trade and Technology Initiative. 

It was true of the strategy speech that President Obama gave at West Point speech on May 

28, 2014.  When President Obama delivered this speech one day after announcing he would 

maintain a significant US advisory role in Afghanistan only during 2015 and phase that 

presence out on 2016 ï he stated somewhat ingenuously that,6 

Four and a half years later, as you graduate, the landscape has changed. We have removed our troops 

from Iraq. We are winding down our war in Afghanistan. Al-Qaidaôs leadership on the border region 

between Pakistan and Afghanistan has been decimated, and Osama bin Laden is no moreéWe need 

partners to fight terrorists alongside us. And empowering partners is a large part of what we have 

done and what we are currently doing in Afghanistan. Together with our allies, America struck huge 

blows against al-Qaida core and pushed back against an insurgency that threatened to overrun the 

country. 

But sustaining this progress depends on the ability of Afghans to do the job. And thatôs why we 

trained hundreds of thousands of Afghan soldiers and police. Earlier this spring, those forces -- those 

Afghan forces -- secured an election in which Afghans voted for the first democratic transfer of 

power in their history. And at the end of this year, a new Afghan president will be in office, and 

Americaôs combat mission will be over. 

He focused on Europe and Ukraine, the Middle East, and Asia, and touched upon Latin 

America and Africa, but never mentioned Central of South Asia at all. 7 
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No Clearer Lead from NATO 

The most NATO could do was to quietly discuss the fact that the estimated annual cost of 

providing aid to an undefined level of Afghan forces had rise, from $4.1 billion to $5.1 

billion, and issue what it called the Wales Declaration on September 4, 2014. This 

document was yet another exercise in rhetoric with no real details or plans beyond those 

NATO had repeated since 2012, but that did highlight growing funding challenges and 

problems in Afghanistanôs ability to carry out a Transition after 20148 

With the end of ISAF, the nature and scope of our engagement with Afghanistan will change. We 

envisage three parallel, mutually reinforcing, strands of activity: 

éIn the short term, the Resolute Support Mission. As decided at the Chicago Summit in 2012, at 

the invitation of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, and in the context of the 

broader international effort to help Afghanistan, NATO Allies and partner nations stand ready to 

continue to train, advise and assist the ANSF after 2014. This will be done through a new, non-

combat mission with a sound legal basis. The missionôs establishment is contingent on the signing 

of the U.S.-Afghanistan Bilateral Security Agreement and NATO-Afghanistan Status of Forces 

Agreement. The Resolute Support Mission should ideally, in consultation with the Government of 

Afghanistan, be supported by a United Nations Security Council Resolution. 

éIn the medium term, our contribution to the financial sustainment of the ANSF. At Chicago, 

NATO allies and ISAF partners decided to provide support to the ANSF, as appropriate, through 

the Transformation Decade, on the understanding that the Afghan Government will make an 

increasing financial contribution to this endeavour. Today, nations renewed their financial 

commitments to support the sustainment of the ANSF, including to the end of 2017. We also urge 

the wider international community to remain engaged in the financial sustainment of the ANSF. We 

will  maintain and strengthen the transparent, accountable and cost-effective funding mechanisms 

we have established since Chicago, including the Oversight and Coordination Body, which will 

ensure donors can confidently commit this support. Realising the full promise of the pledges made 

at Chicago on the financial sustainment of the ANSF, which we have reaffirmed today, will require 

transparency, accountability, and cost-effectiveness of the relevant international funding 

mechanisms. We encourage the Afghan Government to continue and strengthen efforts to fight 

corruption. We look forward to working with the Afghan authorities to review the force structure 

and capabilities of the ANSF to achieve a sufficient and sustainable force. We restate the aim, agreed 

at Chicago, that Afghanistan should assume, no later than 2024, full financial responsibility for its 

own security forces. 

éIn the long term, NATO-Afghanistan Enduring Partnership. NATO Allies remain committed to 

the NATO-Afghanistan Enduring Partnership, agreed at the Lisbon Summit in 2010. The 

strengthening of this partnership will reflect the changing nature of NATOôs relationship with 

Afghanistan whilst complementing the Resolute Support Mission and continuing beyond it. Both 

the political and practical elements of this partnership should be jointly owned and strengthened 

through regular consultation on issues of strategic concern. NATO is ready to work with 

Afghanistan to develop this partnership in line with NATOôs Partnership Policy, possibly including 

the development of an Individual Partnership Cooperation Program at an appropriate time. 

NATO also highlighted the lack of an effective security partner by issuing a press release 

asking the two rival Afghan Presidential candidates to reach some compromise in their 

struggle over the outcome of the election that had been held on April 5, 2014:9 

NATO Leaders at the Wales Summit reaffirmed on Thursday (4 September 2014) their commitment 

to supporting Afghanistan and called on the two presidential candidates to work together and to 

conclude the necessary security agreements as soon as possible, as they have said they will. The 

ISAF Heads of State and Government also asked the two candidates to ñswiftly deliver a peaceful 

outcome of this election, acceptable to the Afghan people,ò the NATO Secretary General, Anders 

Fogh Rasmussen said. 
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Leaders from NATO nations joined by ISAF partner countries reaffirmed their readiness to launch 

a non-combat mission in Afghanistan after 2014 to help train, advise and assist Afghan security 

forces, providing necessary legal arrangements are signed without delay. ñI cannot stress too 

strongly how important this is,ò Mr. Fogh Rasmussen said. ñWithout a signature, there can be no 

mission. Our planning is complete but time is short.ò The post-2014 Resolute Support Mission is 

one of the three pillars of NATOôs long-term engagement in Afghanistan, along with a contribution 

to the long-term sustainment of the Afghan National Army and the strengthening of long-term 

political and practical cooperation with Afghanistan. ñWith the end of ISAF in December, we will 

change the nature and the scope of our involvement in Afghanistan,ò said the Secretary General. 

ñBut our commitment will endure because stability in Afghanistan also means security for us.ò This 

three-pronged engagement is aimed to build on the gains achieved throughout the thirteen-year long 

ISAF mission, particularly in the development of strong, professional and capable security forces, 

as well as in the fields of education, health, economic development, human rights and fundamental 

freedoms, notably for women. 

 

During the meeting, ISAF leaders underlined the importance of continued support by the 

international community, and of sustained efforts by the Afghan Government, notably in continuing 

to increase its financial accountability and contribution, improve governance and rule of law, 

promote and protect human rights for all.  The meeting also provided the opportunity to pay tribute 

to the men and women from Afghan and international forces who have served in the country and in 

other NATO operations. ñThis is the right time to remember what we have sacrificed and what we 

have achievedò, NATO Secretary General said. ñTheir courage, effort and sacrifice have made all 

our nations safer and improved global security.ò 

Afghan Defence Minister Bismullah Khan Mohammadi, leaders from Japan, Central Asian states, 

as well as representatives from key international community partners from the United Nations and 

the European Union also attended the meeting. 
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II. Higher Priorities and Commitments in US Strategy 

It is a grim reflection on the Obama Administration and the US Congress, that there has 

never been a serious debate over whether the US should play a key role in meeting such 

challenges from 2015 onwards. It is also unclear what the outcome of an honest and 

meaningful debate would be. Even if the US focuses properly on the impact of its current 

actions and the consequences after 2014, and adequately assesses its options and their 

relative risks and benefits, it might well decide that the best solution to dealing with the 

complex problems in South Asia and Central Asia should be a minimalist approach.  

Uncertain Value at a Time When US ñStrategic 

Triageò is Critical 

No vital US national security priorities seem to be involved that require a sustained major 

US presence or capability to intervene, and strategic triage indicates that other areas and 

problems have a higher priority for US resources. Such choices, however, should be made 

on the basis of hard analysis, and made openly and explicitly, and not through silence, 

neglect, or default. 

The US cannot solve every problem or meet every challenge, and any effort to deal with 

the US strategic vacuum in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central Asia must be judged in a 

broader global context. The US is scarcely reducing its overall strategic and defense 

commitments. The US may cutting the warfighting or Overseas Contingency Operations 

(OCO) part of it military expenditures as it ends the war in Afghanistan, but it is re-

engaging in Iraq and building up its forces in the Gulf. It is changing its force posture in 

the Pacific and strengthening its security partnerships in the region, and is giving new 

priority to its commitments in NATO as a result of the Ukraine crisis. 

Major Resources, Uncertain Priority  

Neither the FY2013-FY2014 actual spending nor the FY2015-FY2019 baseline defense 

spending plans ï the spending not tied to war in Afghanistanï project a further decline. 

Moreover, the current levels of US national security efforts need to be kept in a global 

perspective. SIPRI estimates that the United States spent 37% of all world military 

expenditures in 2013 versus 11% for China, 5% for Russia, 3.5% for France, 3.3% for the 

UK, and 2.8% for Germany. In contrast, SIPRI estimates that Western and Central Europe 

cut military expenditures by 6.5% during 2004-2013.10 

The Secretary Generalôs 2013 report for NATO sends the same message. Like the US QDR, 

it did not foresee any potential risk from Russia ï in fact the one minor mention of Russia 

largely praises Russia for its aid in Afghanistan. At the same time, when the report talks 

about military spending, it has a graph showing that the US increased its share of total 

NATO military spending from 68% in 2007 to 73% in 2013. In contrast, NATO Europe 

dropped from 30.2% of the total to 25.5% during that same period. Germany kept spending 

constant at 4.7% of the total but made massive force cuts and shifted money to pay for the 

equivalent of an all-professional force. Britain dropped from 7.3% to 6.6%, France from 

6.6% to 4.9%, and Italy from 2.9% to 2.0%. 
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The recent NATO ministerial summit called for all NATO countries to raise their defense 

spending to 2%. US defense spending is and will remain at nearly twice that level. The US 

is spending as much on its baseline military expenditures as it did before it began these 

wars in 2001, and doing so at a time it has a serious budget deficit, a massive federal debt, 

and faces steady rises in the cost of its domestic entitlement programs.  

These fiscal pressures do not mean the US must or should back away from the world, but 

they do mean the US needs to exercise strategic triage. It must use its resources where they 

meet the highest priority in terms of American interests and they have the most effect. They 

must be used where the US has strategic partners that actually do their share, and US 

commitments and aid must be conditional and dependent on how well its partners actually 

perform. 
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III. The Uncertain Case for Afghanistan 

In many ways, Afghanistan has been in limbo since Karzai refused to sign a bilateral 

security agreement and status of force agreement, and as Afghanistan dealt with a disputed 

Presidential election and the ensuing power struggle that has produced a divided an 

uncertain government. Plans and decision that should have been made as early as 2012 had 

been on hold, only partially implemented, or simply forgotten under the pressure of other 

events.  

In spite of a constant flow of reassuring political rhetoric, Afghanistan has become a nation 

with no clear plans for the future, and uncertain stability. It has effectively been ñforgotten,ò 

at a time when the Taliban and other insurgents are making steady gains, civilian casualties 

are rising, the Afghan economy is in crisis, and there still are no clear plans for any post-

2014 aspect of Transition. 

Inaugurating a deeply divided Afghan government months after a disputed election 

scarcely solves these problems. Signing bilateral security and status of force agreements is 

only a license to move forward more than a year after that license should already have been 

issued. Moreover, the US has made decisions about its future military presence in 

Afghanistan that may well lead to a major military crisis or defeat in Afghanistan during 

2015-2016 almost regardless of what Afghanistan, Pakistan, and its allies in ISAF now do.  

President Obama has chosen to limit the number, duration, and role of the US military 

advisory presence in Afghanistan in ways that that will place critical limits on the US role 

in Afghanistan at a time when the US is also sharply reduces its role in Pakistan and Central 

Asia.  

The end result is a near strategic vacuum in the Afghan War at precisely the moment US 

urgently needs to decide just how important any form of lasting strategic success in 

Afghanistan really is. The US does have many higher foreign and domestic priorities, and 

now operates in a world where Afghanistan presents only a relatively marginal threat of 

terrorism to the US and its ISAF allies relative to other extremist threats.  

At the same time, this does not mean the US should fail to deploy the limited advisory 

presence that Afghanistan needs, regardless of conditions on the ground. It means the US 

should be ready to help Afghanistan through the economic strain caused by cuts in military 

and aid spending, and ready to make explicit choices about its future strategy in the country. 

Uncertain Afghan Leadership and Governance Two 

Years Too Late? 

Much of the blame for todayôs problems lies with a failed Afghan leader, Hamid Karzai. It 

is difficult to say which leader did more damage to his country during his second term, 

Hamid Karzai or Iraqôs Nouri al Maliki. The fact remains, however, that Karzai exposed 

his country to power brokering and corruption, and never seriously focused on the quality 

of his security forces or the security dimension of the war. His failure to reach a security 

agreement with the US also delayed many critical aspects of transition planning that 

originally were supposed to have been completed by the end of 2012 through the present. 
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It is still unclear that an effective Afghan government will now emerge. Abdullah Abdullah 

and Ashraf Ghani did not reach even a tentative agreement to share power until September 

21, 2014, and the resolution that emerged divided power by making Ashraf Ghani President 

and Abdullah Abdullah a kind of Prime Minister. It only came after US Secretary of State 

Kerry warned both Abdullah and Ghani that,11 

If you donôt come to an agreement now, today, the possibilities for Afghanistan will become very 

difficult, if not dangerous,ò Kerry told them, according to the partial transcript. ñI really need to 

emphasize to you that if you do not have an agreement, if you do not move to a unity government, 

the United States will not be able to support Afghanistan. 

This agreement also only came after months of wrangling over a disputed election, threats 

by Abdullah Abdullah to form his own government regardless of the final vote count, and 

a recognition by chairman of UN Independent Election Commission Ahmad Yousuf 

Nuristani that there were ñgrave flaws,ò all of which its audit could not detect. 

Nevertheless, Nuristani concluded, "The Independent Election Commission of 

Afghanistan declares Dr. Ashraf Ghani Ahmad as the president of Afghanistan." 12 

This statement still did not demonstrate when ï and if ï the Afghans could form a new 

government, what it would be like or whether it could provide reform, effective 

governance, and effective security forces. It meant that there still was no formal structure 

for Transition roughly three months before the end of 2014, and nearly two years after a 

structure was supposed to be in place that could make an effective Transition possible. It 

said nothing about the future role of Pakistan or NATOôs role in Central Asia.  

As for the actual vote, the UN Independent Election Commission avoided reporting the 

results of the UN audit. Ashraf Ghaniôs office released results that showed just how deeply 

the nation had divided during the two votes and the extent to which the north polarized 

around Abdulllah Abdullah and the largely Pashtun areas coalesced around Ghani.  

These results are shown in Figure 1, but members of the Independent Election Commission 

are reported to have said that it disguises a far higher level of false ballots than is shown in 

Figure 1. Abdullah Abdullah publically rejected this reporting once Ghaniôs office made 

it public, and threatened not to attend Ghaniôs inauguration. He then got into a dispute with 

Ghani over whether he should be inaugurated and sworn in and over office space with 

Ghaniôs running mate as first vice president, Abdul Rashid Dostum.13 

These events dramatize the risk that Afghanistan may take months to work out a new form 

of power sharing ï if this proves any more possible than it did in Iraq ï and to work out 

how to manage the budget and appointments in the provinces and district where the 

struggle against the Taliban, Haqqani Network, and other insurgent movements goes on.14 

It also sets a grim stage for future progress regardless of the fact that the US and 

Afghanistan has finally signed bilateral security and status of forces agreements. Even if 

Afghanistan does eventually get a unified and effective government, and one that signs all 

of the other agreements necessary for the US and NATO to stay, it will not mean that there 

will be credible plans to keep a meaningful US and allied presence, put an effective 

government in place and deal with ongoing corruption that reaches from the District and 

Provincial governor levels to the level of the current Attorney General. It will not mean 

there will be credible plans to shape, support, and fund the Afghan security forces.  
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It does not mean that there will be credible plans to deal with the budgetary and economic 

crisis that has already developed because of cuts in outside aid and military spending and 

capital flight. It does not mean that Pakistan is more of a security partner than sanctuary 

for the threat, and it does not mean the US and NATO has even begun to seriously think 

about what the tensions over the Ukraine crisis mean for a strategy for Central Asia.  

If the US is to cope with these problems, it needs to act during the remainder of the Obama 

Administration. It seems very unlikely that Presidentôs successor can make the necessary 

changes. President Obama will remain in office until early 2017, and by that time, the US 

is scheduled to have removed its forces from Afghanistan, closed its remaining bases, have 

disposed of its stocks and equipment, and closed all major transit facilities in Pakistan and 

Central Asia,   

It is also far from clear that any new US president will want to make a major ongoing 

commitment to Afghanistan and the region ï or deal with any major new crisis over 

Transitions, given all of the problems and risks that will have emerged by 2017 and 

competing US strategic priorities. These include a steady shift in the terrorist threat to the 

US, Europe, and key US allies to the Middle East and Africa, the security challenge Iran 

still poses in every area of potential conflict from asymmetric warfare to a nuclear threat, 

the rising challenge posed by China, and the impact of the Ukraine crisis on US priorities 

in Europe. 
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Figure 1: Afghan Power Struggles: The Uncertain Results of 

the Election 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Ashraf Ghani campaign office; Tim Craig, ñGhani Named Afghan Victor,ò Washington Post, 

September 21, 2014, pp. A1, A8. 
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Creating a US Plan for Military Failure in 

Afghanistan 

On May 27, 2014, the President made a statement at the White House that he would 

effectively end any major US role in the war by the time he left office, regardless of the 

conditions that emerged are Transition, and would only provide something approaching 

the number of post-Transition military advisors, enablers, and counterterrorism officers 

that the ISAF and CENTCOM commander had requested from a single year:  

Now weôre finishing the job we started.  Over the last several years, weôve worked to transition 

security responsibilities to the Afghans.  One year ago, Afghan forces assumed the lead for combat 

operations.  Since then, theyôve continued to grow in size and in strength, while making huge 

sacrifices for their country.  This transition has allowed us to steadily draw down our own forces -- 

from a peak of 100,000 U.S. troops, to roughly 32,000 today. 

2014, therefore, is a pivotal year.  Together with our allies and the Afghan government, we have 

agreed that this is the year we will conclude our combat mission in Afghanistan. This is also a year 

of political transition in Afghanistan.  Earlier this spring, Afghans turned out in the millions to vote 

in the first round of their presidential election -- defying threats in order to determine their own 

destiny.  And in just over two weeks, they will vote for their next President, and Afghanistan will 

see its first democratic transfer of power in history. 

In the context of this progress, having consulted with Congress and my national security team, Iôve 

determined the nature of the commitment that America is prepared to make beyond 2014.  Our 

objectives are clear:  Disrupting threats posed by   al Qaeda; supporting Afghan security forces; and 

giving the Afghan people the opportunity to succeed as they stand on their own. 

Hereôs how we will pursue those objectives.  First, Americaôs combat mission will be over by the 

end of this year. Starting next year, Afghans will be fully responsible for securing their 

country.  American personnel will be in an advisory role.  We will no longer patrol Afghan cities or 

towns, mountains or valleys.  That is a task for the Afghan people. 

Second, Iôve made it clear that weôre open to cooperating with Afghans on two narrow missions 

after 2014:  training Afghan forces and supporting counterterrorism operations against the remnants 

of al Qaeda.  

Today, I want to be clear about how the United States is prepared to advance those missions.  At the 

beginning of 2015, we will have approximately 98,000 U.S. -- let me start that over, just because I 

want to make sure we donôt get this written wrong.  At the beginning of 2015, we will have 

approximately 9,800 U.S. service members in different parts of the country, together with our 

NATO allies and other partners. By the end of 2015, we will have reduced that presence by roughly 

half, and we will have consolidated our troops in Kabul and on Bagram Airfield.  One year later, by 

the end of 2016, our military will draw down to a normal embassy presence in Kabul, with a security 

assistance component, just as weôve done in Iraq. 

Now, even as our troops come home, the international community will continue to support Afghans 

as they build their country for years to come.  But our relationship will not be defined by war -- it 

will be shaped by our financial and development assistance, as well as our diplomatic support.  Our 

commitment to Afghanistan is rooted in the strategic partnership that we agreed to in 2012.  And 

this plan remains consistent with discussions weôve had with our NATO allies.  Just as our allies 

have been with us every step of the way in Afghanistan, we expect that our allies will be with us 

going forward. 

Third, we will only sustain this military presence after 2014 if the Afghan government signs the 

Bilateral Security Agreement that our two governments have already negotiated.  This Agreement 

is essential to give our troops the authorities they need to fulfill their mission, while respecting 
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Afghan sovereignty.  The two final Afghan candidates in the run-off election for President have 

each indicated that they would sign this agreement promptly after taking office.  So Iôm hopeful that 

we can get this done.  

The bottom line is, itôs time to turn the page on more than a decade in which so much of our foreign 

policy was focused on the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.  When I took office, we had nearly 180,000 

troops in harmôs way.  By the end of this year, we will have less than 10,000.  In addition to bringing 

our troops home, this new chapter in American foreign policy will allow us to redirect some of the 

resources saved by ending these wars to respond more nimbly to the changing threat of terrorism, 

while addressing a broader set of priorities around the globe. 

One can argue whether this is the right course of action, but it mirrors the decision-making 

behind the strategy to limit the US role on the ground that may hamstring the US effort in 

dealing with the Islamic State. It sets an arbitrary date for slashing and then ending the US 

military role in helping Afghan forces regardless of the conditions already emerging on the 

ground.  It puts domestic politics before workable military plans and a capacity to provide 

a conditions-based response if this go wrong. 

To put the President Obamaôs decisions in perspective, it is important to note just how 

erratic the entire history of the US presence in Afghanistan, and US efforts to build up 

Afghan forces have been. Figure 2 shows that the Bush Administration kept troop levels 

so low during 2002-2009 ï largely because of the war in Iraq, that it virtually gave the 

Taliban and other insurgent a free ride in recovering their capabilities in Afghanistan ï 

while taking advantage of the massive further advantage given them by the sanctuary in 

Pakistan described in the next chapter. 

Figure 3 shows how equally late and erratic the effort to build effective Afghan combat 

forces was in terms of money, force, goals, and training resources. It helps explain many 

of the problems in Afghan forces that are now unfairly blamed on the Afghan government 

and ISAF/NTM-A training effort, but that were driven by US policy and funding decisions.  

Both Figure 2 and Figure 3 help provide the continuity to show why key US commanders 

initially recommended that the US leave some 16,000 troops after 2014, and stay at 

conditions-based levels until Afghanistan was secure. This troop level was later dropped 

to some 9,500-9,800 as a result of political pressure from the White House, but was still 

supposed to be conditions based and assumed that significant additional manning from 

German and Italian cadres would be in place and add to the US total.  

It means cutting a 9,800 level in half at the end of 2015 ï without a clear schedule or plan 

for how this will be carried out during the first campaign season Afghan forces will really 

be on their own. It then means leaving by 2016 regardless of the conditions involved ï 

while the US will be in Transition to a new President ï and without clear military or civil 

aid plans or even a clear plan for the future development of Afghan forces ï is scarcely a 

recipe for success. The end result seems highly likely to be premature and poorly planned 

withdrawal, and Vietnam and Iraq scarcely set a reassuring precedent.  

No matter how good the trainers and advisors who generate new forces are ï and the US 

and other advisors in NTM-A have been rushed into creating key elements of Afghan 

forces nearly two years ahead of schedule, developing forces need combat advisors to be 

deployed with their forward elements for at least several years to help them acquire the 

leadership skills, ability tom operate complex systems and tactics in combat, coordinate 
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effectively, and advise when combat leaders need to be replace or retrained. The fact 

Afghans often are excellent fighters does not make them excellent warfighters. 

The President effectively prevented this kind of advisory effort from remaining after 2014, 

and even effective advisory efforts at the Corps level after 2015. He limited the number of 

enablers and intelligence support to levels below what his senior military commanders had 

advised. The end result is that Afghan forces will be badly short of effective advisors at the 

start of 2014, and then concentrate many of the remaining 4,800 to 5,500 personnel at one 

base at Baghram by the end of 2015, with only a few hundred advisors at the embassy and 

an office of military cooperation after the end of 2016.15 

Similar cuts were taking place in the US military counterterrorism force and CIA and 

civilian intelligence. The CIA was to go from the largest CIA station in the world, with a 

staff approaching 1,000 to one below 200, ands virtually eliminate its drone strike 

capability ï which had already dropped from a peak of around 122 in 2010 to 72 in 2011, 

48 in 2012, 28 in 2013, and only seven through mid-September 2014. It was far from clear 

that the US would either have an meaningful counterterrorism capability to operate in either 

Afghanistan or Pakistan after mid-2015, or the ability to support Afghan army and police 

forces with the technical intelligence they would desperately need at the Corps level and 

in the field. 16 

  



Cordesman: Strategy in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central Asia       October 1, 2014                
14 

Figure 2: The Erratic US Military Role in Afghanistan: 

Surging far Too Late and then Running for the Exits 

 

US surge came several years after insurgent surge reflected in following 

graphs, and US troops will actually drop in a downward curve in 2015-

2016, not steps.  

Original US plans called for substantial conditions-based US advisory 

presence through 2016, and US commanders recommended higher levels 

than President decided upon. 

 

 

 

According to the Washington Post, US forces will only be based in Kabul and Bagram 

air base after end 2015. They will be further reduced in size by end 2017 to an advisory 

component at the U.S. Embassy in Kabul, ñmost likely numbering several hundred.ò 

Source: US Department of Defense, and Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/us-troops-in-

afghanistan/2014/09/30/45477364-490d-11e4-b72e-d60a9229cc10_graphic.html, accessed October 1, 2014. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/us-troops-in-afghanistan/2014/09/30/45477364-490d-11e4-b72e-d60a9229cc10_graphic.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/us-troops-in-afghanistan/2014/09/30/45477364-490d-11e4-b72e-d60a9229cc10_graphic.html


Cordesman: Strategy in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central Asia       October 1, 2014                
15 

Figure 3: Equally Late and Erratic Efforts to Create Effective 

Afghan National Security Forces ï Part One  

Erratic US Aid Funding of Afghan Security Forces Cripples Development 

Delays between appropriation by Congress and ability to spend effectively in 

Afghanistan mean that major  US funding only had an impact from 2010 onwards and 

then dropped sharply after 2011. 

 

Source: SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, July 30, 2014, p. 76. 

 

Suitable ANSF Force Growth and Adequate Training Capacity Do Not Occur Until 

2011 

ANSF: Training Capacity: 9/2009-11/2010 

 

Source: NTM-A, Year In Review, November 2009 to November 2010, p. 8. 
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a. ANSF Quality. ANSF has enjoyed extraordinary 

growth and increased training capacity over the past 

year.
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Figure 3: Equally Late and Erratic Efforts to Create Effective 

Afghan National Security Forces ï Part Two  

Only Doubling the Army Force Goal After 2008: Air Force Readiness Left to 2016 

 
The ANA force goal was revised to 171,600 personnel for 2011. As shown belw, growth occurred in 

spite of high attrition levels, much of which came from experienced fighters who left after not being 

given leave or retraining.  

 

 
Source: Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan, Report to Congress In accordance with section 1230 of the 
National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008 (Public Law 110-181), as amended, November 2010, p.  23. 

  

Critical Shortfalls in ANSF Trainers Existed Before Decision to Create Effective 

ANSF Forces in 2010 and Continued Through 2012 

 
 

 

Only 32% of Trainers Actually in Place on 

September 1, 2010 

  
Following the September 23, 2010 NATO Force Generation 

Conference, in-place trainers and pledges increased by 18 

percent and 34 percent, respectively, which decreased the 
remaining shortage of trainers by 35 percent. The total 

requirement in CJSOR v10 is 2,796, a net growth of 471 

personnel.  

To address the NATO CJSOR v10 shortfall temporarily, the 

United States is providing an additional 868 personnel with 

skills not found in the deployed units. For the fielded ANSF 
Force, the current shortfall is 16 Operational Mentor and 

Liaison Teams (OMLTs) and 139 Police Operational Mentor 

and Liaison Teams (POMLTs). ..In 2011, the shortfalls will 
increase with the departure of the Canadian brigade in 

Kandahar and the additional growth of the ANSF. By 2011, 

the shortfall is projected to be 41 OMLTs and 243 POMLTs 

 

Source: NTM-A, Year In Review, November 2009 to November 2010, p. 25: Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in 
Afghanistan, Report to Congress In accordance with section 1230 of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008 

(Public Law 110-181), as amended, November 2010, p.  20-21 

Afghan Government and the donor nation advise NTM-A/CSTC-A early in the process, NTM-

A/CSTC-A is able to track these cases and provide assistance, as necessary.   

 

Specific donation information (e.g., quantities and types of equipment) is tracked in a database 

maintained by the DCOM-ISC.  Since 2002, 45 nations (NATO and non-NATO), NATO, and 

six international funding agencies have contributed more than 2.36 billion USD in assistance to 

the Afghan Government.
12

  Future solicitations will focus on equipment, infrastructure, and 

monetary donations for both the ANA and ANP.  Monetary donations are especially critical due 

to the need for contracted institutional training centers, medical facilities, and standardized 

equipment.  

2.5:  Institutional Trai ner and Mentor Status 

The manning resources required to accomplish the mission of growing the ANSF are identified 

in part two of the CJSOR.
13

  NATO released CJSOR v10 on September 1, 2010, which 

incorporates requirements not filled in CJSOR v9.5, as well as additional requirements 

identified.
14

  Deputy Supreme Allied commander Europe (DSACEUR) increased efforts to fill 

the shortage in NATO ISAF institutional trainers.  Following the September 23, 2010 NATO 

Force Generation Conference, in-place trainers and pledges increased by 18 percent and 34 

percent, respectively, which decreased the remaining shortage of trainers by 35 percent.  The 

total requirement in CJSOR v10 is 2,796, a net growth of 471 personnel.  The current shortfall in 

CJSOR v10 for institutional trainers is 920, with 896 trainers in-place and 980 confirmed pledges 

for trainers (see Table 1 below for the current CJSOR trainer status).  The United States currently 

sources 1,711 non-CJSOR trainer positions to mitigate the shortfall from CJSOR v9.5.  To 

address the NATO CJSOR v10 shortfall temporarily, the United States is also providing an 

additional 868 personnel with skills not found in the deployed units.  This U.S. bridging solution 

provides NATO with additional time to source CJSOR requirements.   

 
Table 1.  CJSOR Tra iner Status (Version 10.0) 

Authorized In Place  Pledged Shortage

2,796 896 980 920
 

 

Because not all of the trainers are needed at once, NTM-A prioritized its most critical trainer 

skills.  Filling the top 15 most critical capabilities, depicted below in Table 2, will enable NTM-

A to continue on schedule until early summer 2011, averting delays in institutional transition and 

ANSF professionalization.   

 

For the fielded ANSF Force, the current shortfall is 16 Operational Mentor and Liaison Teams 

(OMLTs) and 139 Police Operational Mentor and Liaison Teams (POMLTs).  This shortfall is 

                                                 
12 For example, the following recent donations are indicative of major donations received by Afghanistan: in June 2010, a Turkish donation of 

144 U.S.-produced .50 caliber machine guns, 950 81mm mortars, and more than 14,000 pair of field boots arrived in Afghanistan in support of 

the ANA;  on July 23, 2010, Bosnia and Herzegovina made the most recent formal equipment offer to the ANSF.  The staff completed the 

required work to accept 60 D-30 Howitzers in support of the ANA; on June 28, 2010, Australia contributed 50 million Australian dollars into the 

NATO Trust Fund with no caveats.  This is the first of five yearly installments that comprise a total donation of 250 million Australian dollars. 
13 The CJSOR is a capabilities-based document used by NATO to identify the forces required to execute the campaign. 
14 TCNs have never completely filled the institutional trainer requirements in v9.5.  Institutional trainer shortfall for the CJSOR v9.5 was 776 

institutional trainers, taking into account the 646 confirmed pledges by TCNs. 

20 
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The Depth of the Security Challenge 

Afghanistan has only limited capability to help itself even with outside aid. Separate CSIS 

studies shows that the military situation in Afghanistan continues to deteriorate and the 

Afghan security forces face major challenges even if the country preserves political unity. 

(The Security Transition in Afghanistan, 

http://csis.org/files/publication/140708_Security_Transition_Afghanistan.pdf.) 

The so-called surge in Afghanistan did produce at least temporary gains in the more 

populated areas of Helmand and more important gains in securing Kandahar, but had no 

meaningful overall impact on Afghan security, contrary to the effectiveness the Iraq surge 

had on security in that country. Data from ISAF, US Department of Defense, and UN 

shown in this report make it clear that casualties continued to rise, and violence spread 

steadily more widely in Afghanistan during 2010-2014. These data are summarized in 

Figure 4. 

It is also increasingly clear from these trends in violence that the long and still ongoing 

political struggle over the election between Ghani and Abdullah made things worse.17 They 

will grow still worse if the power sharing arrangements between the two men fail. It will 

take far more than Presidential clichés of the kind the President issued after a newly-elected 

President Ghani signed the bilateral security and status of forces agreements on September 

29, 2014 to change this situation:18 

Today we mark an historic day in the U.S.-Afghan partnership that will help advance our shared 

interests and the long-term security of Afghanistan. After nearly two years of hard work by 

negotiating teams on both sides, earlier today in Kabul the United States and the new Afghan 

Government of National Unity signed a Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA). This agreement 

represents an invitation from the Afghan Government to strengthen the relationship we have built 

over the past 13 years and provides our military service members the necessary legal framework to 

carry out two critical missions after 2014: targeting the remnants of Al Qaeda and training, advising, 

and assisting Afghan National Security Forces. The signing of the BSA also reflects the 

implementation of the Strategic Partnership Agreement our two governments signed in May 2012. 

Today, Afghan and NATO officials also signed the NATO Status of Forces Agreement, giving 

forces from Allied and partner countries the legal protections necessary to carry out the NATO 

Resolute Support mission when ISAF comes to an end later this year. 

These agreements follow an historic Afghan election in which the Afghan people exercised their 

right to vote and ushered in the first peaceful democratic transfer of power in their nationôs history. 

The BSA reflects our continued commitment to support the new Afghan Unity Government, and we 

look forward to working with this new government to cement an enduring partnership that 

strengthens Afghan sovereignty, stability, unity, and prosperity, and that contributes to our shared 

goal of defeating Al Qaeda and its extremist affiliates. 

Rhetoric and spin do not win wars, and cause a successful Transition. No public plan exists 

for shaping and funding any element of the ANSF after 2014. The statement say that there 

are ñtwo critical missions after 2014: targeting the remnants of Al Qaeda and training, 

advising, and assisting Afghan National Security Forces. Cuts in US military and 

intelligence personnel strongly indicate that the first mission will only have marginal 

support, and it is unclear what caveats will exist on US operations and whether the kind of 

caveats included the letter transferring responsibility for security and limiting US 

operations that the US and Afghanistan signed in June 2013 will have a major impact. As 

http://csis.org/files/publication/140708_Security_Transition_Afghanistan.pdf
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shown earlier, US force levels will almost certainly be too low to adequately support the 

mission of assisting Afghan National Security Forces.19 

Figure 4: The Afghan Problem: A Failed Surge and Rising 

and Spreading Violence ï Part One 

The Surge in Iraq vs. the Surge in Afghanistan 

Iraq  

 

Afghanistan 

 

 
Source: MNSTC-I and Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in 

Afghanistan, p. A-2.  
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Figure 4: The Afghan Problem: A Failed Surge and Rising and 

Spreading Violence ï Part Two 

 

Steady Rise in UN Estimate of Civilian  Casualties in Inflicted by Taliban, Haqqani 

Network, and Other Insurgents 

 

Steady Expansion in UN Estimate of Key Areas of Violence 

 

Source: UNAMA/UNHCR, Afghanistan Midyear Report on Protection of Civilians in Armed 

Conflict: 2014http://unama.unmissions.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=m_XyrUQDKZg%3d&tabid=12254&mid=15756&language=en
, US, July 20 
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Figure 4: The Afghan Problem: A Failed Surge and Rising and 

Spreading Violence ï Part Three 

 

Rise in State Department Data Base Estimate of Total Terrorist Incidents  

 

Global Terrorism Database: Afghanistan ï 

Incidents Over Time, 1970 ï 2013 

 

 

Source: US State Department, Country Reports on Terrorism, 2013, Statistical Annex, April 2014, 

http://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/search/Results.aspx?search=afghanistan&sa.x=0&sa.y=0 
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Equally Important Governance and Economic 

Challenges 

A separate study shows the range of governance and economic challenges. (The Civil 

Transition in Afghanistan, 

http://csis.org/files/publication/140630_Gov_Econ_Transition_Afghanistan_0.pdf.)   

This study highlights the fact that economic and governance challenges are at least as 

serious as the military challenges. It shows a steady rise in poverty, failure to collect 

revenues and manage the budget, the lack of realistic goals for economic development, 

critical problems in governance and corruption, and supports the SIGAR and World Bank 

conclusion that much of the aid effort has been waste and or distorted the economy.  

Transparency International ranks Afghanistan as the third most corrupt country in the 

world,20 and Figure 5 shows World Bank scale of the problems in Afghan governance. 

The full report on The Civil Transition in Afghanistan shows that World Bank, UN, and 

IMF estimates provide equally serious warnings about Afghan capability for economic and 

human development.  

A December 2013 poll by Democracy International of the ingle m ost important issue the 

new President should focus upon found that 29% of  

Afghans said corruption versus only 21% for security ï a measure which also include 

abuses and corruption by the police and government. Another 7% said reconciliation with 

the Taliban, 5% said roads, 4% education, and 3% medical care. Only 5% gave defeating 

the Taliban top priority.21 

The Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction (SIGAR) has found the overall 

situation in terms of aid, the Afghan budget, corruption, and narcotics to be so bad that 

John F. Sopko, the Special Inspector General stated in a speech on September 12, 2014 

that, 

To date, the United States government has provided over $104 billion for Afghanistan 

reconstruction which has been intended: to build the Afghan government and its security forces, 

bolster Afghanistanôs economy, build its infrastructure, expand its health and education sectors, and 

improve Afghanistanôs quality of life and rule of law. éThatôs an extraordinary amount of money, 

but in many ways it has gone unnoticed almost hidden in plain sight. When was the last time you 

heard mention of the massive amount of money being spent on reconstruction in Afghanistan? Or 

what have we gotten for the investment? 

Letôs put that figure in some context éLetôs just state this simple fact thatôs more money than weôve 

spent on reconstruction for any one country in our nationôs entire history. For those of you who are 

historians, at the end of this year we will have committed more funds to reconstruct Afghanistan, in 

inflation-adjusted terms, than the U.S. spent to rebuild Europe after World War II under the Marshall 

Plané In relative terms to current foreign policy hot spots, weôre spending more money just this 

year to rebuild Afghanistan than we will spend for the next four largest countries that receive U.S. 

foreign assistance, Israel, Egypt, Pakistan, and Iraq combined. 

é As you well know, by December of this year, the President plans to leave just 9,800 U.S. troops 

in Afghanistan, and by the end of 2015 just around 5,000. As a result, many people believe 

Americaôs involvement in Afghanistan will therefore end. That is wrong. Despite the drawdown, 

our reconstruction mission is far from over and I would say will continue at a high tempo for some 

http://csis.org/files/publication/140630_Gov_Econ_Transition_Afghanistan_0.pdf
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years to come if we want to keep the Afghan military and government afloat and protect our 

reconstruction successes. 

In that regard, right now there is nearly $16 billion in the pipeline, money that Congress has 

appropriated, but that U.S. agencies have not yet spentéThatôs right $16 billion in the bank waiting 

to be pushed out the door for Afghan reconstruction projects and programs. Furthermore, it is widely 

believed the U.S. will continue to fund reconstruction at another $5 billion to $8 billion annually for 

years to comeé.As an example, just last week at the NATO conference in Wales, the Coalition 

agreed to fund the Afghan security forces alone at the rate of $5.1 billion a year through 2017, a $1 

billion commitment increase, with the U.S. shouldering the majority of that costéItôs a tremendous 

amount of money. Ensuring itôs spent correctly is not only important to American taxpayers itôs 

critical to advancing our foreign policy goals. That is why itôs essential that someone is tasked with 

overseeing these efforts and ensuring that money is being spent appropriately. 

é. Reconstruction programs must take into account a recipient countryôs ability to operate and 

sustain the assistance provided. If they donôt, we put the programs and tax dollars at risk. Thereôs 

no real benefit in setting up projects or programs that the Afghans cannot or will not sustain once 

international forces depart and international aid declines. Unfortunately, Afghanistan is a case study 

in projects and programs set up without considering sustainability. 

The sheer size of the U.S. governmentôs reconstruction effort has placed both a financial and 

operational burden on the Afghan economy and its government that it simply cannot manage by 

itself. éFor example, last year the Afghan government raised about $2 billion in revenues. Next 

year, it hopes to raise $2.4 billion, although recent reports we have received put this goal in serious 

doubt. With stated budget needs of approximately $7.6 billion, unfortunately the Afghan 

government will not be able to meet its budget without continued and significant donor assistance. 

Currently, the United States and other international donors fund more than 60% of the Afghan 

national budget, as well as countless reconstruction programs and projects that currently operate off-

budget. With the troop withdrawal, greater responsibility for those off-budget programs and projects 

is being given to the Afghan government.  

Looking at the Afghan National Security Forces or ANSF itôs clear why this problem is so immense. 

The latest independent assessment, by the Center for Naval Analysis, concludes that the ANSF will 

require a force of 373,000. This would cost roughly $5 billion to $6 billion per year, at a time when 

the Afghan government struggles to raise $2 billion a year.  

At these levels, if the Afghan government were to dedicate all of its domestic revenue toward 

sustaining the Afghan army and police, it still could only pay for about a third of the cost. Moreover, 

all other costs from paying civil servants to maintaining all roads, schools, hospitals and other non-

military infrastructure would also have to come from international donors.  

While paying for Afghanistanôs security forces will be challenging, the cost of ongoing non-military 

development aid is also a major contributor to the ballooning expenses the Afghan government is 

responsible for. Each new development project that the U.S. and our allies funds, increases overall 

operation and maintenance costs that the Afghan government will ultimately be responsible for.  

The bottom line: It appears weôve created a government that the Afghans simply cannot afford. 

Corruption is another enormous inter-agency challenge facing reconstruction in Afghanistan. The 

consensus among everyone I speak with is that if corruption is allowed to continue unabated it will 

likely jeopardize every gain weôve made so far in Afghanistan.éCorruption destroys the populaceôs 

confidence in their elected officials, siphons off funds that would be used to combat insurgents or 

build infrastructure, and ultimately leads to a government that is ineffectual and distrusted.  

The threat from unabated corruption is especially exemplified right now in light of the ongoing 

election crisis. A crisis spawned from corruption, which many fear is putting Afghanistanôs entire 

future in jeopardy. éHowever, the problem of corruption isnôt new. Experts and SIGAR have been 

highlighting concerns about corruption for a long time.  
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Top U.S. officials are very much aware of Afghan corruption. A report commissioned by General 

Dunford last year noted that ñCorruption directly threatens the viability and legitimacy of the 

Afghan state.ò USAIDôs own assistant administrator for Afghanistan and Pakistan, Larry Sampler, 

told Congress that Afghanistan is ñthe most corrupt place Iôve ever been to.ò And Retired Marine 

Gen. John Allen identified corruption as the biggest threat to Afghanistanôs future an even bigger 

threat than the Taliban. 

The Afghans are also concerned with corruption. In June, Integrity Watch Afghanistan (an Afghan 

NGO) issued their latest national corruption survey. It found that corruption tied for second as the 

greatest challenge facing Afghanistan, after security. While 18% of respondents in the 2012 survey 

said they faced corruption within the last 12 months, 21% of respondents said they faced corruption 

in the 2014 survey.  

The survey also noted that Afghans believe corruption in most public sectors undermined their 

access to services. The same services the U.S. invested billions in establishingé.For example, 28% 

of respondents believed that their households were deprived of access to electricity because of 

corruption and 18% said corruption blocked their access to higher education. The exact same areas 

where U.S. agencies commonly claim great success. In fact, the corruption percentages for 

electricity and education are not only up from 2012 but they are also higher than for justice by the 

courts and security by the police.  

In June, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace singled out Afghanistan as an example of 

a state where governing systems have been bent to benefit one or a very few networks. According 

to the report, President Karzai regularly calls his attorney general to influence cases or personally 

orders the release of suspects from pre-trial detention, quashing the cases against them. 

This is the same Attorney General that recently threw a respected New York Times reporter out of 

the country because he didnôt like his reporting. The DOD and the State Department have repeatedly 

noted that the Afghan AG has deliberately avoided prosecuting either senior officials or individuals 

with ties to senior officials and stymied the work of the investigatory arm of his own internal-control 

and monitoring unité.SIGAR has also had problems with the Attorney General. In one case, 

SIGAR worked to freeze and seize nearly $70 million in funds, stolen from the U.S. government, 

that was sitting in Afghan banks. For months we pressed the Attorney General's Office to freeze the 

money and begin the legal process to seize the cash. At first, we were told the bank account was 

frozen and the money protected. Unfortunately, as is too often the case, we later learned that the 

money was mysteriously unfrozen by some powerful bureaucrat in Kabul.  

SIGAR has issued a number of reports on U.S. efforts to combat corruption. These reports have 

continually pointed out that the United States lacks a unified anti-corruption strategy in Afghanistan. 

This is astonishing, given that Afghanistan is one of the most corrupt countries in the world, and a 

country that the United States is spending billions of dollars iné.Yet there has been no progress 

made toward developing a unified anti-corruption strategy. In fact, things could get worse with the 

drawdown. 

We cannot shy away from the challenge of corruption. We need a strategy, and we need to hold the 

Afghans feet to the fire on this issue. SIGAR will continue to point out how well or poorly not only 

U.S. officials but also Afghan officials perform in their promises to reduce corruption. 

éDirectly tied to corruption is the final inter-agency challenge I wanted to talk about today 

countering the growth of the drug trade. This challenge is no secret to anyone; the U.S. has already 

spent nearly $7.6 billion to combat the opium industry. Yet, by every conceivable metric, weôve 

failedéProduction and cultivation are up, interdiction and eradication are down, financial support 

to the insurgency is up, and addiction and abuse are at unprecedented levels in Afghanistan.  

During my trips to Afghanistan Iôve met with U.S., Afghan and international officials involved in 

implementing and evaluating counternarcotics programs. In the opinion of almost everyone Iôve 

met, the counternarcotics situation in Afghanistan is dire, with little prospect for improvement. 

As with sustainability and corruption, the expanding cultivation and trafficking of drugs puts the 

entire Afghan reconstruction effort at risk. ..The narcotics trade poisons the Afghan financial sector 
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and fuels a growing illicit economy. This, in turn, undermines the Afghan stateôs legitimacy by 

stoking corruption, nourishing criminal networks and providing significant financial support to the 

Taliban and other insurgent groupséThere are already signs that elements within the Afghan 

security forces are reaching arrangements with rural communities to allow opium poppy cultivation 

even encouraging production to build local patronage networks and generate illicit income. 

Given the importance of this problem, I was astonished to find that the counternarcotics effort isnôt 

a top priority during this critical transition period and beyond. For example, the latest U.S. Civil-

Military Strategic Framework for Afghanistan, which articulates the ñvision for pursing U.S. 

national goals in Afghanistan,ò barely mentions counternarcotics. It notes that the U.S. 

counternarcotics strategy for 2010 ñinformsò the framework, but for the first time since the U.S. 

government began outlining its reconstruction goals, it didnôt include counternarcotics as a major 

focus area. 

When Iôve met with Department of Justice, State Department and DOD officials, no oneôs been able 

to convincingly explain to me how the U.S. counternarcotics efforts are making a meaningful impact 

on the narcotics trade or how theyôll have a significant impact after the 2014 transition. Thatôs 

troubling. Without an effective counternarcotics strategy and  

A failed election and unstable Afghan politics, an incompetent and corrupt Afghan 

government, an uncertain mix of Afghan security forces that are nearly half police and with 

many corrupt and incompetent elements, and an Afghan government that cannot honestly 

and effectively administrate aid and carry out economic reform or use aid to stabilize the 

economy add to both the risk and costs involved. So do Pakistanôs willingness to offer the 

Taliban and other extremist forces de facto sanctuary in Pakistan 

It is also unclear that there is anywhere near the level of US domestic political support 

necessary to sustain a serious US military and civil aid effort that might well have to last 

to 2018-2020 in response to the real world conditions on the ground. 

President Obama also made his decision at a time when he faced opposition from many 

members of Congress and a steadily more negative U.S. public opinion. The 

Administration, the Congress, and the American people would probably like to ñwinò in 

Afghanistan in the sense some form of relatively stable Afghanistan free of Taliban and 

extremist control emerges after 2014. It is unlikely they are willing to spend a great deal to 

achieve this.  

As Figure 6 shows, US public opinion polls provide a clear warning about the limits to 

popular support for continued US intervention in Afghanistan ï although they do not show 

any commensurate reduction in support for strong US military forces and Americanôs 

support the President in taking a strong stand on Iran and there was no popular objection 

to the US building up its role in Iraq in June 2014: 
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Figure 5: The Afghan Problem: One of the Most Corrupt and 

Worst Governed Countries in the World 

 

 

Source: World Bank, http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/worldwide-governance-indicators.  

 

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/worldwide-governance-indicators
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Figure 6: US Public Opinion on the Afghan War 

Quinnipiac University. June 24-30, 2014. N=1,446 registered voters nationwide. Margin of error ± 2.6. 

              
"From what you've read and heard, do you think Barack Obama is removing U.S. troops from 

 Afghanistan too quickly, not quickly enough, or is he handling this about right?" 
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Source: http://www.pollingreport.com/afghan.htm 
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