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1 Introduction


As the drawdown of the coalition forces in Afghanistan proceeds, some stark policy choices will be required as part of the long-term relation between the United States and Afghanistan. The current level of support for the government of Afghanistan is unsustainable and undesirable long-term. Conditions both in Afghanistan and in the United States (and the other coalition countries) also make it untenable. The military changeovers are already underway. Corresponding changes on the civilian have barely been conceived, let alone articulated or examined.

Most of the discussion about the role of the United States in Afghanistan after 2014 when it ends its combat role has, perhaps understandably, focused on its non-combat but still military character. How many U.S. troops will remain? What kind? With what mission? Under what terms and conditions? What rules of engagement? Those decisions will be made in the coming months, preferably sooner rather than later.

In his 2013 State of the Union speech, President Barack Obama announced the withdrawal in 2013 of 34,000 troops from the U.S. force of 66,000. “This drawdown will continue and by the end of next year, our war in Afghanistan will be over. Beyond 2014, America’s commitment to a unified and sovereign Afghanistan will endure, but the nature of our commitment will change. [Militarily, the United States will] focus on two missions—training and equipping Afghan forces so that the country does not again slip into chaos, and counterterrorism efforts that allow us to pursue the remnants of al-Qaeda and their affiliates.”1 A month earlier in a joint press conference with President Hamid Karzai, President Obama telegraphed his decision and emphasized his expectations for the Afghans: “And by the end of next year, 2014, the transition will be complete—Afghans will have full responsibility for their security, and this war will come to a responsible end.”2

Regrettably, to say the least, this war will not come to an end, responsible or otherwise. The combat role of the United States and its coalition partners may have ended. Responsibility for the war has already been transferred to the Afghans. The war will continue but with a different U.S. commitment, military and civilian. The number of U.S. forces is being cut dramatically and their mission will be limited to training and equipping the Afghan forces as well as some direct but limited anti-terrorism engagement. In that limited sense, the war, the combat, is over for the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) countries.

As to the residual, post-2014 force and mission, the Joint Chiefs of Staff originally preferred a more gradual shift in mission and a force reduction, if there was to be one at all, from the current level of 66,000 to a stable residual force of 25,000 to 30,000.3 However, the Pentagon’s own request for these post-2014 forces has now been scaled back to 9,000 to 15,000, keeping as robust a presence as possible for as long as possible. Current speculation about the actual number of the residual post-2014 force finally to be approved by the White House ranges from the zero option (no U.S. troops at all), which remains unlikely but is under serious consideration, to around 9,000 and even then on a clear, noncontingent glide path of reduction.4

The remaining U.S. forces are not intended to enter combat themselves, but to sustain the security gains, as President Obama said, by training and equipping the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)—the Afghan National Army (ANA), Afghan National Air Force (ANAF), and the Afghan National Police (ANP)5 and the Afghan Local Police (ALP)6—as they attempt to provide security on their own. The direct U.S. counterterrorism efforts will be conducted primarily by some still-unspecified number of special forces of the Joint Operations Command and will be directed at al Qaeda and its affiliates (presumably, but not explicitly the Taliban, unless the Taliban renounces its al Qaeda affiliation). They will not engage in broad anti-insurgency operations, for which the ANSF will be responsible. Equally important, the Afghans (or at least President Karzai) seem ambivalent about what role they want for the remaining ISAF and how they expect the ANSF to operate either with those forces or on their own.7

Even the seemingly uncontroversial training mission is in some doubt, if only because of the insider attacks, otherwise known as green on blue attacks, in which Afghan trainees, some Taliban infiltrators, and (significantly) ordinary Afghans, have turned their weapons on their ISAF trainers, the coalition forces under North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) command.8 More important, a growing tension between President Karzai and the United States continues to raise doubts about whether there is a conjunction of interests, strategies, and tactics and, even more problematic perhaps, any well of mutual trust.9 Due to the tension, Afghan ambivalence, and comments by President Karzai berating ISAF plans and performance, a more aggressive withdrawal is becoming the default position of the growingly reluctant coalition countries whose domestic political pressures continue to build for a full withdrawal.

When the United States withdraws its combat troops, so too will every other coalition member that might still have any troops left. Token personnel at best may remain for the same limited training, equipping, and anti-terrorist missions, but not any combat engagement. Moreover, no coalition country will return to combat or increase its force after the 2014 drawdown absent direct, imminent threat. The large-scale ISAF military engagement, counterinsurgency, and presence are finished. In that limited sense, this war will come to a military end.

However, the United States and the other coalition partners have also had massive civilian programs. So have multilateral institutions like the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. President Obama has not yet addressed the post-2014 disposition of those efforts other than to assert in his 2013 State of the Union address that “America’s commitment will endure but the nature of our commitment will change.” Many programs, at least those of the United States, have been driven by, in many respects defined by and designed as, support for the anti-insurgency effort led by the military. Although developmental in form and appearance, most were designed, placed, and executed as part of the counterinsurgency effort. Civilian participation in the provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs), almost always under military command, is only the most obvious example. At least the bulk of the civilian programs followed in the wake of the military strategy.10 The anti-insurgency doctrine forged by General David Petraeus, former ISAF commander, was summarized in four words: shape, clear, hold, and build. Shaping and clearing were primarily the responsibility of the military. Holding and building were the underlying missions of the civilian programs.11 Those were their purposes and the reason for billions of dollars of assistance both bilateral and multilateral, not because Afghanistan was a stellar development partner with astounding results warranting those billions as an exemplar of what foreign assistance could accomplish. In short, the U.S. civilian effort was in fact if not in rhetoric a part of the military-led counterinsurgency albeit with limited hold-and-build objectives. The efforts responded primarily to the anti-insurgency campaign and strategy rather than as primary missions like most missions of civilian agencies working abroad. Despite its size and huge funding, the civilian effort was never primarily engaged in what President George W. Bush referred to as nation building.12

So, what will and what should happen to these civilian efforts and programs after the direct U.S. role in counterinsurgency has ended? How much funding and for what purposes should the president request and Congress appropriate for the changed U.S. commitment? Under what social, political, and economic climate? And with what possible results?

At the July 2012 Tokyo international assistance conference (which followed the May 2012 NATO conference in Chicago), the government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, GIRoA (pronounced Jai-row-a) and the donors forged a new partnership, the Tokyo Declaration Partnership.13 The coalition partners and other donors pledged $16 billion dollars over four years (through 2016) subject to several serious, but not very specific performance commitments by GIRoA, especially better governance and the reduction of corruption. If delivered, the promised assistance alone would be equal to Afghanistan’s entire gross domestic product (GDP).14 Whatever the plans for assistance, the formula for Afghanistan’s long-term future is unsustainable.

Still, it is unlikely the assistance will be delivered. Most of those who made the funding commitments will no longer be in office when the bills come due. No administration can bind its successors and no office holder can either. Some, like Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, are already gone. Almost none of them can deliver their executive, let alone their legislative, branches with any certainty over four years. All the coalition partners face unemployment problems at home, domestic budget deficits and debt, and a general economic recession. More important, the support from the publics and legislatures for massive assistance to Afghanistan will decline precipitously after 2014. Moreover, the pledges are contingent on parallel GIRoA commitments, whose performance is unlikely at best. And what happens after 2016 when the Tokyo commitments have expired? In any case, the Tokyo commitments are best-case estimates rather than legal, binding commitments, no matter what the language of the communiqués. Had the war gone well, large assistance levels might have survived the exit of combat troops, which itself would have been as sign of success, not of weary resignation. Indeed, there might have been a reduction rather than an exit of combat troops if the war gone well. Afghanistan would have been more like South Korea or Germany than Vietnam and Iraq.

More important, unlike South Korea, Germany, and to a lesser extent Pakistan, Afghanistan does not lie anywhere near the real core of national interests of any of the coalition countries, including the United States.15 The coalition countries are in Afghanistan as a reaction to September 2001, an emotional rather than a geostrategic response. Quite naturally those emotions have dimmed over the past decade as the coalition has paid so handsomely in human and financial treasure and because the Afghan response has been so disappointing.

Even the Afghans recognize the likelihood of a reduction in civilian assistance levels after 2016, noting only that “in Chicago and Bonn, the International Community recognized the necessity that reductions of donor support take place in a phased and responsible manner [because] the lessons of the past are clear; precipitous drops in assistance promote instability.”16 So even under GIRoA assumptions, the best possible assistance scenario for civilian purposes includes a substantial but gradual reduction in the post-2014 and post-2016 assistance levels.17
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