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s the defense attaché tasked
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Kabul, Afghanistan, beginning in late
2014, I had the opportunity to watch
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“fighting season 2015” unfold from a
proximate vantage point.! I returned
with the impression that Afghanistan
is better than it might have been—and
stable enough to warrant continued
investment. In this article, I contend
that the high level of American

(and Western) pessimism regarding
Afghanistan’s security status deserves
reexamination. I offer some thoughts
on why pessimism has come to domi-

nate policy debates on Afghanistan, as
well as observations on the realities of
Afghanistan in 2014-2015 that merit
balanced reassessment. I then conclude
with eight observations that provide
some basis for optimism for 2016 and
beyond.

It is not unfair for analysts to point
out that Afghanistan has had its share
of dark days in 2015, including those
of August 7-8 when a trio of attacks
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in Kabul left 48 people dead and more
than 300 injured, and the Taliban sei-
zure of Kunduz City for several days

in early autumn.? Yet given generally
pessimistic assessments of how ready the
Afghan government and security forces
were to survive the departure of most
Western troops at the beginning of the
year, it is fair to state that, from a U.S.
perspective, the worst outcomes have
not materialized. Based on the 2015
fighting season—a long one, since the
Afghan National Defense and Security
Forces (ANDSF) opened it with major
operations in February and March—it
appears that Afghanistan is stable enough
to create space for political progress and
that the sustained partnership may suffice
to keep it so. There are trends and signs
of growth, outlined below, that mark
this as a watershed when compared to
the past decade. While it is possible that
economic and political efforts may lag
behind relative progress in the realm of
security—perhaps enough to undo that
progress over time—there is reason for
guarded optimism as 2016 begins.

Dire Predictions

The U.S. Intelligence Community

and segments of the media have been
consistently pessimistic in recent years
regarding the prospects for stability in
Afghanistan after coalition drawdown.
The persistent tone of this skepticism
seems to have been established in
gloomy National Intelligence Estimates
(NIEs) of 2008 and 2010.3 The late-
2013 NIE reportedly went even further,
setting a tone of expected failure that
would persist throughout 2014 and
into 2015, despite significant political
and operational changes in Afghanistan
during that time. The Washington Post
described the 2013 version:

A new American intelligence assessment
on the Afghan war predicts that the gains
the United States and its allies have made
during the past three years ave likely to have
been significantly evoded by 2017, even if
Washington leaves behind a few thousand
troops and continues bankrolling the im-
poverished nation, according to officials
Samiliar with the veport.

The National Intelligence Estimate, which
includes input from the country’s 16 intel-
ligence agencies, predicts that the Taliban
and other power brokers will become in-
creasingly influential as the United States
winds down its longest war in history,
according to officials who have read the
classified veport o veceived briefings on its
conclusions. The grim outlook is fueling a
policy debate inside the Obama adminis-
tration about the steps it should take over
the next year as the U.S. military draws
down its remaining troops.*

Pessimism was echoed in the public
sphere as well. Stephen Biddle of the
Council on Foreign Relations argued,
for instance, that the ultimate failure
of the Afghan forces was so certain
that the United States would be best
served to either cut a deal with the
Taliban sooner rather than later or to
end its participation altogether.® Former
U.S. Ambassador Karl Eikenberry de-
scribed American counterinsurgency in
Afghanistan as an unequivocal failure,
and lumped it together with Vietnam as
another failed effort.® Some who defend
continued serious U.S. involvement in
Afghanistan, such as Anthony Cordesman
at the Center for Strategic and
International Studies, have also expressed
deep misgivings about the readiness
of the ANDSF and the cohesiveness
of the Afghan government.” Negative
assessments were also widespread among
both Afghans and foreign officials within
Afghanistan.® These projections reflected
the concerns and dynamics of late 2013
and 2014, but are overdue for assessment
in light of the past year’s developments.

Policy critics raised valid concerns, and
the absence of catastrophe this year nei-
ther invalidates those particular concerns
nor precludes dramatic deterioration in
the future. Furthermore, the clear devel-
opmental gaps in Afghan security forces
and institutions are not a matter of debate
or interpolation; they are facts.? One
fighting season during which a largely
independent ANDSEF survives does not
clear the slate. It does, however, indicate
that worst-case planning for Afghanistan
increasingly looks like remote-case plan-
ning, and that U.S. policymakers should

take note of the changed trajectory as
they consider the costs and benefits of
sustained investment there.

What the Numbers Don’t Say
Judgments about progress in the
Afghan conflict come with the caveat
that unclassified information is less
abundant and comprehensive than was
once the case. From 2009 through
2014, a variety of statistical param-
eters were tracked and published in
unclassified form under Section 1230
of Public Law 110-181 (the so-called
1230 reports).'? These reports were
issued semi-annually, but military
reporting was criticized as decreasingly
transparent after 2011, and in 2013
the International Security Assistance
Force headquarters had to retract some
data it had used in previous years to
assert progress in the campaign.'! Since
that time, public data have become
less abundant and less comprehensive.
The Intelligence Community, the U.S.
Embassy in Kabul, and the headquar-
ters for Operation Resolute Support
continue to collect data related to
overall security, but their products are
not generally accessible to the public.?
Perhaps the best, most consistently
available set of security-related data is
that compiled by the Special Inspector
General for Afghan Reconstruction
(SIGAR), a watchdog body that studies
the impacts of U.S. civil and military
assistance and includes non-U.S. data
in its reports. Appearances before
Congress or think tanks by Resolute
Support senior leaders provide some
amplifying data, as do occasional
publications from the Afghanistan
Analysts Network, the International
Crisis Group, and other research orga-
nizations with focused efforts there.
Although the amount of public report-
ing provided by the Department of
Defense (DOD) has declined, Section
1225 of the National Defense Autho-
rization Act (NDAA) for 2015 still
requires a semi-annual report to Con-
gress that remains a valuable source of
information. Together, these data sets
reflect continued high levels of violence
in 2015, and in some cases troubling

JFQ 80, 1t Quarter 2016

Outzen 7



P

Afghan National Policemen take break between explosive ordnance disposal and IED defeat classes at ANP Central Training Center—Kabul (DOD/Charity Edgar)

security trends, but no evidence yet

of dramatic deterioration of either the
government’s ability to govern or the
ANDSEF to fight. The numbers are
striking in what they do »ot say—that
despite the intentions of the Taliban
and the fears of many observers, secu-
rity in Afghanistan did not spiral out of
control in 2015.

During late 2014 and early 2015, the
pattern of overall violence in Afghanistan
conformed to the seasonal norms of
previous years: a drop in insurgent attacks
in fall and winter, an increase in spring,
and a peak in the summer.'* SIGAR
comparison of violent incidents per day in
late 2014 and early 2015 found a slight
decrease September through November
2014, a 10 percent increase December
2014 through February 2015, and a 6
percent increase from February through
April 2015, compared to the same pe-
riods a year prior. Summer 2015 data
showed nearly a 5 percent drop from

the previous year, impacted by Ramadan
and insurgent infighting.'* The fighting
has been bloody on both sides, and the
government has lost control of nearly

a dozen district centers for varying pe-
riods of time. Many of those districts,
however, have been de facto beyond
government control for most of the past
decade, and most of the district centers
that insurgents occupied came back
under government control within days.'®
Insurgents briefly held one provincial
center (Kunduz), but they were driven
out without having consolidated control
over new or large areas. Theirs remains
for the most part a hit-and-run fight, in
a small number of cases a hit-linger-and-
run affair.

DOD reporting to Congress indicates
that, on a national basis, violence across
Afghanistan was down in 2015 compared
to 2014 for much of the year. Violence
has decreased in the southern, castern,
and western regions of the country, while

increasing in the north. Violence in Kabul
has also increased, a reflection of the fact
that with foreign troops gone from much
of the country, insurgents have begun to
focus their attention more on the capital.!
The nature of the fighting has changed
with the reduction of foreign troops

and the increased advisory emphasis on
Afghan forces aggressively pursuing the
insurgents. With the exceptions of self-de-
fense and certain predesignated global
terror targets, only the ANDSF are now
in fact authorized to engage in combat
operations. This has led to a 59 percent
increase in ANDSEF casualties, a rise as
predictable as it is concerning.!” While it is
fair to say security conditions worsened in
the latter half of 2015 as insurgents strove
to show that ANDSF cannot secure the
country on its own, it is unclear how long
insurgents can maintain their level of sup-
port and effort when, at the end of 2015,
they still could not take and hold popula-
tion centers from government forces.'
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The United Nations (UN) also tracks
statistics related to insurgent attacks and
overall violence in Afghanistan, primarily
for its project related to protection of
civilians in conflict areas. These statistics
help feed both semi-annual reports to
the Security Council on protection of
civilians and to the Secretary General’s
periodic comprehensive reports on
Afghanistan. UN numbers show a con-
tinuation into 2015 of the generally high
levels of violence seen in 2014, and at
some points increasing up to 10 percent.
Summer fighting decreased overall by
4.6 percent compared to 2014." In
the fall, insurgents launched 19 percent
more attacks overall than they did the
year prior, although the increase in ef-
fective (casualty-causing) attacks was a
more modest 4 percent.?’ UN reports
note that the high levels of violence had
several contributing causes (for example,
mild weather and the ANDSF initiating
more operations). They also note that
following periods of increased violence,
levels dropped in response to ANDSF
operations.?!

What we are left with at the be-
ginning of 2016 is a mixed picture:
Afghanistan remains a violent and volatile
country, facing steep challenges with
imperfect tools. Given the incomplete na-
ture of available data, observations from
the field—admittedly anecdotal—can
help round out public understanding
of the current situation on the ground.
Especially in the context of rapidly dete-
riorating crises in Syria, Iraq, and Yemen,
Afghanistan in 2015 looks like a relative
success and gives reason to think more
progress is in store.

I finished my tour in Kabul in the late
summer of 2015 as one convinced that
this progress is feasible. My convictions
come from signs I saw within the Afghan
government, in its security forces, and in
Afghanistan’s evolving relationship with
Pakistan. Here are eight observations
based on my time there that provide a
basis for optimism in 2016 and beyond.

The Observations

We Have a Committed Partner
in the Afghan Palace. Americans who
served in Afghanistan during the tenure

of President Hamid Karzai find Ashraf
Ghani, seated in October 2014, a more
serious and committed partner. The
National Unity Government (NUG)
agenda is consistent with major American
national interests for Afghanistan: sus-
tained bilateral partnership, reduced
corruption, and a definitive end to the
insurgencies. President Ghani spent much
of his adult life in the United States, has
written extensively on anticorruption
programs, and has founded a nongov-
ernmental organization dedicated to
strengthening weak states.?> Ghani and
his chief executive Abdullah Abdullah
have begun to improve governance

and international confidence, and have
proved more willing than Karzai to try
and work with Pakistan in matters of
security.?* Admittedly, there are warning
signs of serious internal dysfunction:
Ghani’s temper, his alleged favoritism
toward Pashtuns in security ministry as-
signments and corruption investigations,
and his penchant for micromanagement
are examples.?*

Tensions within the NUG are rife.
Gradually, however, key appointments
have been made and actual governance
begun. As Commander of Operation
Resolute Support General John Campbell,
USA, has pointed out, predictions that
the NUG would fail in its first year were
frequently heard, but did not come to
pass.?® The advent of the NUG and
Ghani’s signing of the Bilateral Security
Agreement ended the era of mutual
mistrust and recrimination between the
Afghan government and its closest back-
ers—a huge and positive change from the
preceding years.

The U.S.-Afghan partnership is also
well served by the current healthy state
of the American military-civilian team
in Kabul. The current Ambassador and
the Resolute Support commander con-
sult frequently, support mutually, and
have linked their teams in a close and
coordinated manner to support Afghan
counterparts. This has not always been
the case over the past decade.®

ANDSEF Is Surviving and Maturing,
Albeit Unevenly. The shortcomings of
the Afghan forces and security institutions
are too many, and too serious, to dismiss.

But those forces are not collapsing, and
there are pockets of true excellence devel-
oping. These include special units within
both the Ministry of Defense (special
operations forces Kandaks and Kita-¢
Khas) and the Ministry of Interior (crisis
response units); military intelligence,
which has greatly expanded collection
and analytical capabilities; and the Special
Mission Wing, which originated under
the Interior Ministry but now supports
the special operations of both ministries.
Afghan artillery has shown its worth—es-
pecially the D-30 howitzers—providing
effective fire support in remote areas.
Challenges remain in keeping them oper-
ational and resupplied in a timely manner.
Afghan commanders and staff are devel-
oping the ability to plan and coordinate
multicorps operations with combined
arms in various parts of the country.
These operations have not been perfect:
sequential not simultaneous, disruptive
rather than decisive to the insurgents,
and requiring the heavy involvement of
senior Afghan officers and international
mentors. That they occurred at all is in-
dicative of a dramatic increase in ANDSF
capabilities, though, and a key indicator
of increasing professionalism.

Advisors have praised increasing
self-sufficiency in previous years, but in
2015 the metaphorical safety net (combat
enablers) provided by those advisors
shrank, making this the first substantively
independent test. Difficulties persist in
the areas of logistics distribution systems,
tactical mobility, and indigenous air
support, among others. The ability of the
Afghan government and security forces
to improve quickly enough to sustain
Western confidence remains an open
question over the medium term. In 2015
the improvement was unmistakable,
even during events as challenging as
the August Kabul bombings: “Afghan
security forces handled three complex
emergencies almost simultaneously, prov-
ing perhaps that training of Afghan forces
has paid off. . . . In none of the three
attacks, scattered widely around the cap-
ital, did the insurgents manage to breach
their targets’ inner defenses. Most of
the victims were outside the walls, either
passersby or defenders at the gates.”?”
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Figure 1. Security Incidents Per Day, 2013—2015
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Formal assessment of the fighting in
2015 has stretched into early 2016, but by
late summer the overall trend was clear:

This year, the Taliban have advanced in
some contested ruval distvicts. . . . But the
insurgency can’t boast of spectacular victo-
ries that changed the course of the war. All
of Afghanistan’s 34 provincial capitals re-
main in government hands, as does the vast
majority of district headquarters. Overall
levels of violence, according to Afghan and
U.S. malitary officials, ave comparable to
last year’s. This ability to maintain the
precarious status quo even after more than
120,000 U.S.-led coalition troops have de-
parted the country vepresents, by itself, an
important achievement.>

Engagements between ANDSF and
the insurgents in 2015 basically followed
one of three patterns. The first consisted
of large (multibattalion), fairly complex,
well-scripted, and coached operations in-
volving multiple services and corps. Such
operations were conducted in northern
Helmand, Zabul-Ghazni, the “iron
triangle” of Azrah-Hesarak-Surobi, and
elsewhere. These operations did not have
lasting effects on the target areas—that
will take time and better government
provision of services—but they disrupted
insurgent operations and prevented
them from consolidating control over
many rural districts. The second type of
fighting was the cat-and-mouse game

over ANDSF checkpoints (occasionally
district and in one case a provincial cen-
ter), with insurgents grouping to attack
weakly guarded areas before fleeing the
advance of reinforcements. The third
and least-publicized type of fighting was
the steady drumbeat of small, intelli-
gence-driven raids against select targets,
typically more senior leaders or imminent
terror threats. While the second type of
fight (the checkpoint fights) inflicted
serious casualties and made frequent
headlines, the other patterns kept the in-
surgents oft balance and inflicted serious
damage on their leaders and units in the
field. ANDSE still suffer many shortcom-
ings, institutionally and operationally:
supply distribution must improve, check-
points must be consolidated, mobility
and air power are immature, and intel-
ligence-sharing must occur with greater
speed and reach.?? Senior ANDSF leaders
understand the areas of weakness and
(assuming continued external advice and
support) have every intention of resolving
them.*® Given the serious shift in respon-
sibilities from coalition to ANDSF this
year, it has been a performance that gives
cause for optimism.

ANDSF Attrition Is Sevious but
Manageable. The Afghan National Army,
National Police, and National Directorate
of Security fought hard and suffered
significant casualties in 2015 as they had
in 2014, but the result was concern, not
crisis, for both the Afghan government

and the Afghan public. It is true that
attrition reached troubling levels early in
the year—4,000 security force members
per month. It bears mentioning, though,
that the 4,000 figure represents not only
battle deaths, but also all losses (including
Absent Without Leave and Dropped
from Rolls [DFR]; in other words, those
who chose or were compelled to leave
service). The single largest component of
attrition is DFR, and observers consider
it sensitive to improvements in soldier
quality of life and leadership.3! We must
also consider that casualties and attrition
should trend up as operational tempo
(OPTEMPO) increases. This occurred
in 2014, and the high 2015 numbers are
a continuation of that trend. The factors
driving the trend are not mysterious, nor
are they an indicator of insurgent success
per se: “the combination of an increased
OPTEMPO, assumption of greater
security responsibilities, drawdown of
coalition forces, and an aggressive pursuit
of the insurgency have all contributed to
the increase in casualty rates.”?? Concerns
about the sustainability of the ANDSEF,
given higher casualties and attrition, have
been raised by qualified observers, but
this has more to do with factors within
Afghan control—that is, how they recruit
and retain soldiers—than it does with
enemy effectiveness.® General Campbell
has pointed out that 5 to 7 percent
higher casualties during a four-fold
increase in operations are not an indi-
cator that attrition is impacting combat
readiness and that young Afghans are still
signing up to fight.** He has also denied
that the current casualty and attrition
rates are unsustainable if ANDSF leaders
give priority to remedying those factors
they can control.®

Resolute Support leaders and the
Afghan security ministries have indeed
focused effort on understanding and
remedying the causes of force attrition,
and the rates dropped over the course of
2015. By May 2015 the Afghan National
Army (ANA) monthly average attrition
rate stood at 2.3 percent, compared with
2.55 percent in January 2015 and well
down from the average rates in 2013 and
2014 of 3.52 percent and 3.62 percent,
respectively. The Afghan National Police
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average monthly attrition also dropped
from January to May of last year, from
1.64 percent to 1.56 percent.?® Overall
ANDSEF force levels rose over the course
of the fighting season. Once the intake
and training of new recruits pick up in
the fall and winter months, it should be
possible to further close the gap between
authorized force levels and the number
actually serving. The perspective provided
by one former senior security official is
worth remembering. The Soviet-backed
Afghan army survived and grew during
the 1980s while suffering 2,000 battle
deaths per year on a population base of
12 million; the ANA is suffering roughly
2,000 per year on a base of 31 million.
Each death is regrettable and tragic, but
in a society accustomed to its young men
fighting and dying, such numbers are

far from unsustainable.?” Senior Afghan
leaders, including Minister of Interior
Noor-ul-Haq Olomi, have similarly
assessed that the losses are tragic, but

do not constitute a crisis.*® Afghans take
casualty reports with a great deal more
equanimity than do Western observ-

ers, meaning that in political as well as
demographic terms the numbers are
sustainable.

Afyghans Ave Adapting to a Resource-
Constrained Envivonment. During my
time in Kabul, I witnessed the Afghans
adapting to a more constrained resource
environment in which Western aid was
less freely given. Afghans are adapting,
both fiscally and operationally. While dif-
ficult, over the long term the adjustments
made in the Afghan government and in
society will boost both accountability and
donor confidence, and, through this, the
sustainability of long-term aid. Discipline
in security-related budgeting and expen-
diture has been greatly enhanced since
late 2014 through the introduction of
conditionality measures by Combined
Security Transition Command-—
Afghanistan (CSTC-A). CSTC-A
Commander Major General Todd
Semonite, USA, has instituted a system of
Letters of Commitment, through which
ANDSEF leaders acknowledge the purpose
and proper usage of funds.®

Corruption has been attacked
through an aggressive series of

Afghan national police officer prepares to accompany members of Kunar PRT on foot patrol through
downtown Asadabad (U.S. Air Force/Nicholas Mercurio)

investigations and reforms, including
the institution of palace-level review of
virtually all government contracts and the
suspension of senior officers associated
with a corrupt fuel contract signed just
before President Ghani took office.*?
The abuse of funds through inflated
personnel strength reporting has been
addressed through implementation

of an Automated Human Resources
Information Management System that
will be tied to payment of salary and
allowances.*!

Meanwhile, Resolute Support advisory
efforts have shifted focus from the field to
the ministerial level, and have reorganized
along functional lines to better focus on
transparency, force generation, and effec-
tive resource management across ANDSF
agencies.*? At the field /operational level,
the Afghans have had to adjust to the ab-
sence of coalition advisors in formations
below the corps level and to less robust
close air support and other combat
enablers. This has led to some degree of
frustration in the ANDSF and legitimate
debate about how much battlefield risk
should be incurred in the drive to make
it self-sufficient. On the positive side,
the Afghans have become quite good
at operating some of their own support
platforms, especially Mi-17 helicopters
and D-30 howitzers.** Afghan political
and military leaders appear committed

to making the efficient use of available
resources part of their organizational
culture.

The Insurgents Have Sevious
Problems, Too. The year 2015 was a
hard year for the Taliban and other
insurgent groups. The death of Mullah
Mohammed Omar, the accepted leader
of the Taliban, was confirmed during
the summer. Suspicions that he was dead
hindered Taliban unity prior to the public
announcement, and infighting over who
should succeed him hampered unity in
the field thereafter:

Mansour was Omar’s deputy. Many
commanders were outraged that Mansour
concealed news of Omar’s death for more
than two years and boycotted the meeting
that appointed him. Mansour said the
deception ensured Taliban unity amid
the 2014 withdrawal of NATO [North
Atlantic Treaty Organization] roops. . . .
Small skivmishes over the leadership have
already begun, some Toliban say**

As 2015 wore on, the Taliban also
had to worry about radical elements
claiming affiliation with the Islamic
State in Khorasan, which challenged
them with both physical and rhetorical
attacks. This “red on red” fighting
occurred in several parts of the country
and effectively presented the Taliban
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Dand District governor talks with U.S. Army deputy commander of Train, Advise, and Assist Command—South (left) and interpreter at Kandahar Airfield

security shura, June 27, 2015 (DOD/Kristine Volk)

with a two-front war.* It is also worth
noting that ANDSF-reported insurgent
casualties were roughly three to four
times higher in 2015 than the year
prior; while such numbers tend toward
exaggeration, United Nations reporting
based on Taliban documents showed

a steep rise in their casualties in 2013,
and these losses can only have increased
with the rise in overall incidents in
2014-2015.% Pakistan has moved more
seriously against terrorist activity on its
territory, including scaling back support
to at least some Afghan insurgents in the
wake of the deadly attack on a school in
Peshawar in December 2014.*” This has
led to a more serious and sustained series
of discussions involving officials from
Pakistan and Afghanistan regarding po-
litical reconciliation between the Taliban
and the Afghan government.*® The talks
have yet to produce substantive steps

to end the conflict, but have improved
mutual understanding and may lead

to solid progress. Afghan and Western
counterparts may still mistrust Pakistan’s
Inter-Services Intelligence, but some
have come to believe Pakistan Chief

of Army Staff Raheel Sharif is sincere

in his desire to rein in militants. In any
case, Pakistani analysts have recognized
that the departure of most U.S. troops,
coupled with the more accommodating
policies of Ghani, present Islamabad the
opportunity to rebalance its approach in
ways that help stabilize both its neighbor
and itself.*

Kabul Is Thriving: Move Modern
and Cosmopolitan and Still Relatively
Secure. It may be hard to notice for ob-
servers who have not stayed in Kabul for
extended stays separated by an interval of
some years, but dramatic changes have
taken place in the Afghan capital over

the past decade. The routine availability
of electricity and telecommunications
access ranks high on the list, given the
transformative effects that access has on
education, political participation, and
economic activity. Kabul is now home to
roughly 4 million Afghans of all ethnic
groups and is producing a generation of
young Afghans accustomed to schooling,
following global issues, and interacting
daily with people from other parts of the
country (or other countries). Insurgent
attacks still occur, and will continue. In
short bursts of activity (late November
2014, early August 2015), attacks in
Kabul spike from time to time. After a
rise in intensity in late 2014, though,
overall attacks in Kabul in 2015 have
remained steady.*® With the coalition
presence increasingly limited to Kabul
and its environs, it follows that insurgents
will increasingly focus their attacks there.
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John Kerry listens as Afghan presidential candidate Ashraf Ghani addresses reporters at UN Mission Headquarters in Kabul, Afghanistan, July 2014

(State Department)

It is notable then that insurgents only
rarely manage to successfully target coali-
tion troops, that they kill far more Afghan
civilians than they do foreign troops,

and that they remain the primary threat
to Afghan civilians.> While as noted

the Afghans are rather inured to such
casualties, over time they will increasingly
damage insurgent narratives of defending
the country and its people from foreign
occupation. The bottom line is that if in-
surgents could not seriously shake Kabul
in 2015, it is hard to see how they will

be better positioned to do so in subse-
quent years, as the unity government and
ANDSF mature further.

The Neighbors May Be Nervous
Enough to Work Together. The drawdown
of U.S. troops in Afghanistan has created
both uncertainty and opportunity for
Pakistan, China, Russia, and Iran. Against
the backdrop of worsening relations

with the West, Russia has motive and
opportunity in Afghanistan to maintain
some level of cooperation and commu-
nication with the United States and its
NATO partners.>? The Chinese, anxious
to protect economic opportunities and
to get a handle on the grave problem of a
radical Islamist safe haven in Afghanistan
that stokes China’s Uighur insurgent
problem, are expanding engagement
with the Afghan government. More
importantly, they are pressing Pakistan

to do all they can to secure a negotiated
settlement with the Taliban.*® In the
wake of both the U.S. drawdown and the
Iranian nuclear deal, Afghanistan stands
to benefit substantially from increased
regional investment by Iran and perhaps
also from tacit U.S.-Iranian cooperation
within Afghanistan.>* Pakistan seems
increasingly reconciled to the fact that the
Taliban will not rule Afghanistan, that the

costs of large-scale support or toleration
of insurgent groups are decreasingly
justifiable, and that some form of political
participation in Kabul by the Taliban and
those they represent is the most desirable
outcome.*® They may hedge their bets,
but seem inclined to significantly reduce
their investment in insurgency. The fortu-
itous combination of Karzai’s departure
and the reduction of the U.S. military
presence in Afghanistan has created
space for improved cooperation between
Western donors and these neighboring
states, whose goals seem more aligned
now. The breadth and size of Kabul’s mil-
itary diplomatic community—especially
the robust attaché contingents from these
neighboring states—reflect an enhanced
readiness for dialogue.

The Biggest Variable Detevmining
Afghanistan’s Fate Remains Our
Commitment. An Afghan general who
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President Ashraf Ghani addresses members of Afghan National Army Special Operations Command during visit to Camp Commando, Afghanistan,
October 6, 2014 (U.S. Army/Daniel Shapiro)

works closely with Western counterparts
opened a meeting in early 2015 by stat-
ing, “Now I know you Americans have
lost all interest in Afghanistan, but there
remain for us a few matters to discuss.”
He was only half-joking; many Afghans
feared that with major crises in Syria,
Iraq, and Yemen, the United States

had largely ceased paying attention to
Afghanistan and was interested only in
reducing resource commitments. This
would be unfortunate, for the trajectory
of recent events in Afghanistan shows
far more positive trends than we find

in other crisis spots across the region.
Afghanistan’s starting point in 2001 for
security, development, and governance
was so low that even given the significant
progress achieved to date, the remain-
ing challenges are significant and the
chance of failure real. With a continued
investment of moderate scope—both

in years and in billions of dollars—the
United States can buy down that risk of

failure and end up with a stable state in
Afghanistan.

The army of the Democratic Republic
of Afghanistan fought effectively for sev-
eral years after the withdrawal of Soviet
troops—in fact, only with the collapse
of the Soviet Union and the end of as-
sistance funding did they fail.*® Similarly,
between 1972 and 1975 American
military assistance to South Vietnam was
cut from $2.8 billion to $700 million,
and then down to $300 million; by
1975 their army collapsed.®” The lesson
is clear: having left an army that can and
will fight, the United States and other
Western donors need to ponder further
cuts and drawdowns in a gradual manner.

Current U.S. assistance levels of
roughly $4 billion per year in security
assistance and $2 billion more in eco-
nomic assistance are significant costs,
and rightfully should curtail over time.
The return on that significant investment
has been dramatic in terms of social and

developmental progress, leading many
foreign policy analysts to call for patience
in sustaining the effort.? There is no
push from the U.S. public or policy-
makers to ramp down that funding, at
least not yet. Conversely, there has been
pressure to quickly reduce the number of
U.S. troops advising and administering
assistance to the Afghans. The pressure
was largely self-imposed; U.S. policymak-
ers set a goal of 1,000 troops or fewer by
2017, despite the absence of any pressure
from the American public or the people
or government of Afghanistan to do so.
In a sense this reflects the logic of the
Karzai years in Afghanistan, with declin-
ing trust and declining mutual confidence
between U.S. and Afghan leadership.

A year into Ghani’s tenure, with a
year’s worth of fighting and proven via-
bility, the Obama administration appears
to have recognized the need to critically
reassess the assumptions that were driv-
ing the steady decrease in forces. This
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pragmatic approach should be applauded
and sustained. The brief occupation of

a provincial capital (Kunduz) by insur-
gents presented a pointed reminder that
Afghanistan is fragile enough to warrant
sustaining a significant commitment in
terms of deployed U.S. and allied forces.
More importantly, the demonstrated
ability of the Afghan forces to stand and
fight in 2015 showed that our continued
investment is not lost on a hopeless cause;
the Afghans are getting better as their
share of the work grows. Indeed, there
will be costs associated with maintaining
our financial and troop commitments

at or near current levels for a decade

or more. The costs of state collapse or
radical takeover would undoubtedly be
higher still.®! Credible observers have
called for a significant increase in troops
from the current level. My experience has
shown that force levels at or near what we
have in country now would likely suffice.
The Obama administration has agreed

to maintain a force level 0of 9,800 U.S.
forces and several thousand other interna-
tional troops through much of 2016. We
must be prepared to sustain such levels
until we, and our partners and allies,
agree that conditions have substantially
improved and allow further reduction.
This likely means through 2020 at a min-
imum.*? Stability in Afghanistan is not

a sure thing, but the generally positive
events of 2015 show that it is certainly
feasible, and worth the modest additional
investments to attain. JFQ

! The United States reestablished a Defense
Attaché Office (DAO) shortly after the collapse
of the Taliban regime, but it closed again in
2008-2009. DAOs are military diplomatic
missions accredited to host nation govern-
ments and form a core part of the U.S. official
presence in most countries. Under some
conditions, however, they have been seen as
redundant during large-scale U.S. combat
operations. The reopening in 2014-2015 was
part of the ongoing U.S. transition to a more
traditional military and diplomatic presence in
Afghanistan.
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