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RESPONSIBLE TRANSITION

SECURING U.S. INTERESTS

IN AFGHANISTAN BEYOND 2011

By LTG David W. Barno, USA, (Ret.)
and Andrew Exum

. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The summer of 2011 will mark a watershed in the
United States and NATO’s* decade-long effort

in Afghanistan. Although it is too soon to judge
the effectiveness of the U.S. “surge” and NATO’s
current counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy, by
next summer either the unmistakable outlines of
progress or deepening evidence of problems will
emerge. By that time, the United States and its
allies will also have a clearer picture of the choices
being made by both the Afghan and Pakistani gov-
ernments, which will prove central to the strategy’s
long-term success or failure.

A second watershed occurs in 2014. President
Barack Obama has cited July 2011 as the point at
which leadership of military operations must start
to transition from U.S. to Afghan security forces,
and at which U.S. surge forces should begin their
return home, pending conditions on the ground
in Afghanistan. President Hamid Karzai, for

his part, has identified 2014 as the year in which
Afghans should assume full responsibility for

the security of Afghanistan. The November 2010
NATO conference in Lisbon signaled that the
United States and its NATO allies increasingly
look to 2014 as the year of full transition of NATO
efforts to Afghan leadership.!

No immediate solution to the war in Afghanistan
is likely. The war increasingly resembles a “wicked
problem” in which both the constraints and
required resources change over time.? After nine
years of inconclusive fighting, all outcomes are
likely to be suboptimal for the United States, its
allies and the Afghan people. This report recog-
nizes the yeoman efforts of the last nine years but
focuses on the difficult road ahead.

* Throughout this report, we use “NATO,” “NATO forces” and “International Security Assistance Forces (ISAF)” interchangeably when speaking of international
forces in Afghanistan. We recognize that not all forces in ISAF are from NATO nations, but as ISAF is a NATO-led multi-national effort, we find this a useful
simplification. We also often separate “U.S.” from “NATO" in describing military efforts (recognizing that the United States is a NATO member) when it helps to

describe better the origins of the forces depicted.
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The purpose of this report is to identify vital

U.S. interests in Afghanistan and Pakistan and

to outline how the United States can transition,
between July 2011 and 2014, from a large-scale and
resource-intensive counterinsurgency campaign
to the more sustainable U.S. and allied presence
we deem necessary to protect those interests.

This change aims to shift the balance of fighting
the Taliban from U.S. forces to Afghan National
Security Forces (ANSF) by 2014 while focusing a
smaller number of residual U.S. forces on the long-
term threat from al Qaeda. This shift is designed
to contain the most dangerous threats emanating
from the region and to secure U.S. vital interests
while expending the minimal cost necessary in
terms of troops, dollars and lives. It is both time-
driven and conditions-based, recognizing the need
for flexibility while guarding against an unlimited
commitment of resources. The strategy laid out in
this report differs from those identified in several
recent reports in its characterization of both the
size and duration of residual U.S. forces.

To preserve the security of the United States and its
interests throughout the world, we recommend a
"Responsible Transition" to a sustainable end game
in Afghanistan, specifically:

o The United States and its allies should commit to
a long-term presence in Afghanistan to safe-
guard vital U.S. interests beyond 2011 and signal
to allies and rivals a continued U.S. investment
in the region.

o The United States should focus its residual forces
on efforts to defeat al Qaeda throughout the
region while supporting a shift to the ANSF
leading the continued fight against the Taliban
by 2014. Residual U.S. and allied forces will
ultimately consist mainly of special operations
forces.

o The United States and its allies should begin a
phased transition, starting in July 2011, from
a large-scale mission employing in excess of
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140,000 troops to a more sustainable presence
of 25,000-35,000 troops. This enduring U.S.
military presence will be sized to both support
and enable sustained ANSF combat against the
Taliban and maintain relentless U.S. pressure on
al Qaeda.

The United States should support a successful
NATO transition in Afghanistan that enables
U.S. allies to return the majority of their forces
to Europe and Canada while sustaining a limited
contribution of Special Operations Forces (SOF)
and trainers to Afghanistan.

The United States and its allies should shift
their direct investment in the government in
Afghanistan away from Kabul and toward local
governance.

The United States should use greater political,
military and economic leverage over its allies in
Pakistan to drive more aggressive action against
violent extremist organizations in the region.



[I. INTRODUCTION

“The status quo is not sustainable....I have
determined that it is in our vital national inter-
ests to send an additional 30,000 U.S. troops to
Afghanistan. After 18 months, our troops will
begin to come home. These are the resources that
we need to seize the initiative, while building the
Afghan capacity that can allow for a reasonable
transition of our forces out of Afghanistan.”

-PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA,
DECEMBER 1, 2009

As the United States enters its 10th year of fight-
ing in Afghanistan, reports of progress are mixed
at best. A recent White House report assessing the
war through June 30, 2010 was striking in its can-
dor: “Progress across the country was uneven,” and
nationwide “district-by-district data show that only
minor positive change had occurred with respect
to security.” The report judged the operational
effectiveness of Afghan Army and Police units
“uneven;” worse yet, it deemed the performance

of the Karzai government, the most important
strategic partner to the United States in this war,
“unsatisfactory throughout the first half of 2010.”

The Obama administration has articulated consis-
tently its desired policy outcome in Afghanistan
and Pakistan: “To disrupt, dismantle, and defeat
al-Qaeda and its safe havens in Pakistan, and to
prevent their return to Pakistan or Afghanistan.™
Between the March 2009 interagency white paper
and President Obama’s December 1, 2009 speech to
the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, how-
ever, the president and his national security team
rejected a long-term, fully resourced counterinsur-
gency campaign in Afghanistan in favor of a more
limited, shorter-term strategy intended to transfer
lead security responsibility to Afghan forces as
soon as possible.’ This transition will enter a new
phase in July 2011, when the United States begins
reducing its troops in Afghanistan. Missing from

the president’s strategy to date, however, is any

mention of the “end game” in Afghanistan — what
the enduring U.S. presence and commitment
would look like, or if there would be one at all.

It is time to recognize that the war in Afghanistan
will not end in July 2011, and that the United
States and its allies need a new strategy for the next
phase as well as operational guidance regarding
how they can best protect their long-term interests
in Afghanistan and Pakistan while responsibly
drawing down their troop presence. In this report,
we aim to demonstrate how the United States and
its allies can transition from a resource-intensive
counterinsurgency campaign to a less costly — and
thus more sustainable - strategy in Afghanistan.
The report recommends a long-term U.S. presence,
although one markedly smaller, focused on defeat-
ing al Qaeda, with additional U.S. capabilities
aligned to support the ANSF as it takes owner-
ship of its nation’s fight against the Taliban. This
approach in effect substitutes Afghan National
Security Forces for the large U.S. conventional
forces executing counterinsurgency tactics against
the Taliban in Afghanistan today. In so doing, this
report provides a responsible alternative to an exit
strategy that ends the U.S. presence by precipitately
turning the war over to the Afghans and com-

ing home, once again abandoning Central Asia as
the United States tried in the 1990s to devastat-
ing effect. Any strategy the United States and its
allies choose will involve difficult trade-offs and
risks - and it will be executed in one of the world’s
most challenging physical, human and political
environments. There are no perfect — or even good
- solutions.

The American people must recognize the pain-
ful reality that the United States and its allies are
locked in a long-term struggle against violent
transnational Islamist extremists and their ideol-
ogy. The syndicate of al Qaeda-inspired violent
extremist groups and their animating ideology
has not “burned out,” or diminished. The threat
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of attack, to the homeland or to U.S. interests
overseas, persists. This fight will necessitate world-
wide commitments of U.S. intelligence assets

and special operations forces for years — perhaps
decades - to come. However, though al Qaeda and
its affiliates reach widely, with a significant pres-
ence in places such as Yemen and Somalia, the
Afghanistan-Pakistan region remains a powerful
center for much of this movement and a critical
joint in the nexus among groups such as al Qaeda,
the Pakistani Taliban and Lashkar-e-Taiba (LET).
Continued military, intelligence, economic and
political pressure is required globally to deny these
groups freedom of action and eventually degrade
their capabilities to the point that they do not
threaten U.S. interests. But given the global nature
of current and potential demands on the U.S. mili-
tary, and the high economic price the United States
is paying, Americans have the right to question
whether the prolonged deployment of tens of thou-
sands of general purpose forces (GPF) to execute

a large-scale counterinsurgency in Afghanistan is
a sound strategy and whether it is, in fact, making
them safer.

Over the last century, the overwhelming strength
of the U.S. economy has allowed the United States
to spend whatever it needs on defense. But in the
coming years, unprecedented deficits and a rapidly
growing national debt will place greater pressure
on all elements of U.S. discretionary spending

- including defense.® Thinking through politi-

cal, informational, military and economic lines

of operation in Afghanistan, this report attempts
to craft an effective middle ground between large
unsustainable expeditionary force commitments
that would sap the long-term power of the United
States and “offshore” minimalist strategies that
would fail to disrupt, dismantle and defeat transna-
tional terror groups. The way ahead in Afghanistan
is not a complete withdrawal from the country but
rather a sustainable limited presence that conserves
U.S. resources, contains threats and protects vital
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U.S. interests in the region. This strategy is written
within the parameters established by the govern-
ments in Washington and Kabul, both of which
have stated their desire for a transfer of security
responsibility in Afghanistan to the Afghans by the
end of 2014.

This report seeks to articulate a commitment of
U.S. policy and resources to Afghanistan and its
immediate strategic neighborhood in 2011 and
beyond. The strategy defines enduring U.S. inter-
ests in Afghanistan and the region by assessing the
current strategic context of U.S. involvement in the
war in Afghanistan and Pakistan. It highlights the
dynamics of transitioning to a balanced strategy
that promotes both “bottom-up” and “top-down”
approaches to security and engages the relevant
actors throughout the region. Finally, this strategy
articulates how the United States should transi-
tion toward a sustainable and enduring role in
Afghanistan in pursuit of U.S. vital interests in the
region after July 2011.



[Il. ENDURING U.S. INTERESTS
IN AFGHANISTAN

The drawdown of U.S. forces in Afghanistan,
scheduled to begin in July 2011, will mark nearly
10 years of war against al Qaeda and the Taliban.
As the United States enters its second decade of
military engagement, it is important to identify
U.S. interests in the region and focus future strate-
gies around the pursuit of those interests. Clarity
in what the United States seeks to accomplish is a
prerequisite to accomplishing those goals, avoid-
ing the misuse of resources and ensuring that the
strategy is coherent and appropriate. The twin
threats of al Qaeda-inspired terrorism and nuclear
proliferation into terrorist hands are considered
vital interests because they threaten the United
States and its citizenry directly; they represent
threats so serious that the United States would go
to war to defend against them. Important interests,
such as promoting regional stability, countering
the narcotics trade and protecting human rights
benefit the United States, but they do not rise to
the level of directly threatening the security of the
United States.

Vital U.S. Interests

The United States has many interests in
Afghanistan, Pakistan and the rest of Central and
South Asia, but only two can be considered vital
and thus worth the continued expenditure of U.S.
blood and treasure. The first vital interest concerns
al Qaeda and associated movements. The United
States has a vital interest in preventing AQAM,
groups committed to violent and even catastrophic
attacks on American citizens and soil, from return-
ing to safe havens in Afghanistan akin to those they
enjoyed prior to the terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001. The United States also has a vital inter-

est in continuing to degrade and disrupt AQAM
and eliminate safe havens in Pakistan in order to
prevent future attacks against the United States and
its allies. Despite al Qaeda’s metastasizing to places
such as Yemen and the Horn of Africa, the core of

its leadership and the geographic heartland for its
international struggle remains firmly in the Afghan-
Pakistan border region.”

The second vital interest concerns the stabil-

ity of Pakistan. The United States cannot allow
Pakistan’s nuclear weapons to fall into the hands of
violent extremist organizations or any other enemy
of the United States.® Accordingly, the United
States supports a strong Pakistani state capable

of maintaining control of both its nuclear arsenal
and its territory, particularly from internal threats.
The outcome of events in neighboring Afghanistan
will play a key role in the ultimate stability of

the Pakistani state. A return to Afghan civil war
could embolden Pakistan’s own internal insur-
gency, potentially undermining Pakistan’s fragile
stability.’”

Important U.S. Interests

The United States has many other interests in
Afghanistan, Pakistan and the surrounding region.
The most important of these interests is regional
stability: A war between India and Pakistan, two
nuclear-armed nations, or the spread of destabiliz-
ing Islamist insurgencies to the states of Central
Asia would be disastrous. Further, state failure in
Pakistan - owing to financial crisis, popular unrest
or insurgent disruption - could upend the region’s
fragile balance of power in potentially catastrophic
ways. A Taliban return to control in Afghanistan
would energize the global jihadist movement,
motivate insurgent groups in Pakistan and across
the region, endanger democracy and human rights
in Afghanistan and deal a blow to widely held
standards of freedom and justice in the region and
around the world. An Afghan civil war fought by
proxies of regional neighbors could also prove a
destabilizing and bloody outcome of a precipitate
U.S. departure. While U.S. support for human
rights in both Afghanistan and Pakistan is an
important interest, it is not a vital one. The United
States has been a powerful advocate for human
rights across the globe, but it has rarely intervened
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militarily to protect them. The same can be said
for countering the spread of illicit narcotics. This
strategy clearly recognizes risks to these important
but not vital interests.

The way in which the United States deals with
Afghanistan - its first conflict of the 21st century
- will be studied across the globe for any portent
of a decline in U.S. power. Will the United States
abandon its friends when things get tough? Can
the powerful U.S. military be defeated by insur-
gent extremists fighting a prolonged or irregular
war? Is the United States going to play a major
role in the resource-rich economies of Central
and South Asia, or will it cede the region to other
powers and return to a post-Cold War idyll that
ignores the region entirely? These questions will
be asked by rivals of the United States such as Iran
and China as well as by U.S. allies in the region.
While perceptions of U.S. power today may prove
ephemeral tomorrow, an Internet-savvy, ideologi-
cally based jihadist network with global reach

and aspirations might leverage a wholesale U.S.
disengagement from Afghanistan to fuel a compel-
ling narrative of revolution that would serve as a
useful recruiting tool. The second-order effects of
the next U.S. choices in Afghanistan should not be
underestimated.

Securing U.S. Interests in Afghanistan Beyond 2011

I[V. CURRENT STRATEGIC CONTEXT

Time

President Obama’s December 2009 West Point
speech pledged an additional 30,000 American
troops for Afghanistan, raising U.S. force lev-

els there to nearly 100,000 troops — a threefold
increase from just two years prior.'® The president
was also clear, however, about the aim and dura-
tion of this “surge:” By July 2011, the United States
would begin transferring leadership responsibility
for Afghanistan’s security to the Afghan govern-
ment, and U.S. troops would begin to return home.
The Afghan government has itself set a date of
2014 for the completion of the transfer of security
responsibilities."!

The president, with his speech and the establish-
ment of the July 2011 date, sought to deliver two
messages: The first message, aimed at the popula-
tions of troop-contributing nations as well as the
U.S. public, was a commitment to these groups that
the United States would not remain in Afghanistan
with large numbers of troops indefinitely. This
commitment solidified the support of European
allies until the summer of 2011, but it also showed
them “light at the end of the tunnel” with a

pledge to eventually draw down their forces - a
message also important to elements of President
Obama’s political base. The second message, which
the president failed to communicate effectively,
sought to convince the Afghan people - as well

as the insurgent groups and their sponsors — that
although U.S. troop levels might decline, a strong
U.S. commitment to Afghanistan would remain
over the long term. Predictably, in the region this
part of the president’s message was reduced to one
line: The Americans are leaving.'?

The peoples of Afghanistan and Pakistan - includ-
ing the governments in both countries as well as
insurgent groups - are watching closely how the
United States and its allies manage the transfer

of responsibility to the Afghan people by 2014."



Will the transfer be deliberate and orderly or will
it be hasty and disorganized, focused on delivering
an allied “exit?” And individuals at every level of
society are asking themselves this: “How do I best
position myself for what comes next?”

Cost

The United States historically has acted to secure
interests it deems “vital” no matter the cost. In
today’s troubled economic environment, however,
fiscal restraint will shape long-term U.S. commit-
ments to Central and South Asia. The U.S. public is
rightly beginning to question the proportionality
of its large commitment in Afghanistan relative to
security gained."* Designing a strategy that takes
into account the economic and fiscal climate in the
United States while safeguarding American lives
(both those at risk while defending U.S. interests
in Afghanistan and those saved by degrading al
Qaeda’s ability to wage attacks) is essential to sus-
tain both congressional and public support for the
long-term effectiveness of the strategy. The strategy
will still be costly, both financially and even more
consequentially in American lives. Yet sustaining
the strategy is a necessary burden to bear in order
to protect American interests.

The United States today views the challenges of
Afghanistan from within a greatly changed stra-
tegic context than that of nine years ago. The raw
emotion of the terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001 has receded, and the global economic world
in which the United States and its allies live has
also changed. The global financial crisis of 2008
has eroded economic security for nations and
individuals across much of the developed world.
Europe especially is entering a period of unprec-
edented fiscal austerity, with steadfast U.S. allies
such as the United Kingdom slashing their defense
budgets."

The United States itself has amassed stunning
levels of debt: By 2020, projections show that
every U.S. household will own 170,000 dollars of

The United States historically
has acted to secure interests
it deems “vital” no matter
the cost. In today’s troubled
economic environment,
however, fiscal restraint

will shape long-term U.S.
commitments to Central and

South Asia.

government debt. A recent International Monetary
Fund staft paper projects that U.S. federal debt
could equal the U.S. gross domestic product of
approximately 14 trillion dollars by as early as
2015."° By 2018, the baseline U.S. defense budget of
about 550 billion dollars will be matched by annual
interest payments on that debt, which will only
grow thereafter.!” Maintaining the current force
presence of more than 100,000 U.S. soldiers and
Marines in Afghanistan costs nearly 120 billion
dollars per year.'®

Americans tend to believe that the United States
can afford to spend whatever is required to fight
and win its wars; the loss of scores of young men
and women in combat every month is far harder
to rationalize, and inflicts a much deeper wound
than the costs of printing more currency. Indeed,
the human cost of the war to those whose lives
have been touched, American, allied or Afghan, is
simply incalculable. Thousands of Afghan civilians
and soldiers have died in the conflict since 2001,
with numbers increasing in recent years. By way
of comparison, the United States lost 52 soldiers in
Afghanistan in 2004; by 2009, that figure leapt to
317."° The year 2010 is on track to be the deadliest
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Subnational and Transnational Groups

Threats to the United States and
its friends and allies from transna-
tional groups in Afghanistan and
Pakistan have not receded. They
have merely changed. Various
non-state actors in Central and
South Asia operate as terrorist

and insurgent groups against the
United States and its interests.
The following outline summarizes
many of the major subnational and
transnational militant actors of the
region that threaten U.S. opera-
tions and interests in Afghanistan
and in the region. The following
survey of regional actors is in no
way exhaustive, but it sketches the
most prominent groups challeng-
ing U.S. interests.

AL QAEDA

The al Qaeda of 10 September
2001 no longer exists: Al Qaeda
no longer lives “above ground”
or enjoys de facto control of
Afghanistan. Intelligence reports
suggest that fewer than 100 al
Qaeda fighters currently oper-
ate in Afghanistan, and relentless
strikes against the organization
have thus far contributed toward
their inability to strike again in the
United States. The organization
remains dangerous, however, and
now operates in a highly decen-
tralized manner with its senior
leadership in Pakistan.”’ Al Qaeda
has spawned loosely connected
global franchises that have trans-
formed the threat and al Qaeda’s
brand in new ways. Nonetheless,
the al Qaeda network remains a
direct threat to the United States
and its interests.

QUETTA SHURA TALIBAN

The Taliban were driven from
power in Afghanistan by the
United States and its allies in the
fall of 2001. Starting around 2005,
the Taliban began to reconstitute
in Pakistan and has since grown
both in strength and in ability to
strike U.S. and allied targets within
Afghanistan. Pakistani security
services are widely believed to
have played an instrumental role
in the reconstitution of the Taliban
as a way of maintaining a strategic
hedge against the likelihood the
United States and its allies would
eventually leave Afghanistan.?® The
United States and its allies have
severely damaged the ranks of the
Taliban since 2009, but reconcilia-
tion with the government in Kabul
is unlikely unless blessed by both
the Taliban's senior leadership and
Pakistani security services. The
Taliban, given its orientation toward
Afghanistan, represents an indirect
threat to the United States and its
interests.

HAQQANI NETWORK

The Hagqgani Network is a strong,
tribally based federation led by
Jalaludin and Sarajudin Haggani in
Pakistan’s Federally Administered
Tribal Areas and the eastern prov-
inces of Afghanistan.?® Traditionally
considered a client of Pakistan's
intelligence services, and host to
al Qaeda, the Hagqgani Network

is the most violent group facing
U.S. military forces in Afghanistan
today. Ideologically, the Hagqganis
are closely aligned with Osama bin
Laden and the neo-Taliban move-
ment and are thus considered the

Securing U.S. Interests in Afghanistan Beyond 2011

major insurgent group least likely
to reconcile with the government
in Kabul. Haggani fighters have
been linked to attacks against U.S.
and Indian targets and are believed
to have a close operational rela-
tionship with many transnational
groups in the tribal regions of
Afghanistan and Pakistan.*°

TEHRIK-I-TALIBAN PAKISTAN

The Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)

is a federation of Pakistan-based
Taliban groups aligned against the
Pakistani government. This broad
coalition has extensive political

and operational ties to the Afghan
Taliban, including the Haqqgani
Network.” The coalition is based pri-
marily in the Federally Administered
Tribal Areas of Pakistan and is influ-
enced by al Qaeda fighters in the
region, most notably in its agitation
against Pakistani security forces and
the government. Alarmingly, the TTP
planned the attempted bombing

in Times Square in New York City in
May 2010°*

LASHKAR-E-TAIBA

Lashkar-e-Taiba is a Pakistan-based
militant group originally sponsored
by the Pakistan security services

to operate against Indian forces in
Kashmir. The group has interna-
tional capabilities and the potential
to shape world events, including
the possible triggering of a full-scale
war between India and Pakistan.*
In November 2008, LET operatives
seized control of the Taj Mahal
hotel and other sites in downtown
Mumbai, killing 163 and nearly
sparking a regional war, increasing
the risk of nuclear conflagration >



Lashkar-e-Taiba is closely affiliated
with al Qaeda and the Pakistani
Taliban in Pakistan and shares much

of the same international jihadist
ideology. LET enjoys sanctuary in
Pakistan because of its close ties
with state security services and pro-
nounced anti-Indian posture>

HEZB-E-ISLAMI GULBUDDIN
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar's Hezb-i-
Islami Gulbuddin (HiG) is the least
significant of Afghanistan’s major
insurgent groups. Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar has a hard-earned
reputation for brutality and is
despised by most Afghans.* It is
unlikely that Gulbuddin himself
could ever serve in the Afghan
government, but his organization
remains the insurgent group most
likely to eventually reconcile with
the government in Kabul.

CRIMINAL NETWORKS

Criminal networks operate through-
out Afghanistan and Pakistan,
contributing resources to insurgent
and terrorist groups as well as under-
mining the rule of law and state
sovereignty. A variety of illicit anti-
state actors in both countries rely on
the narcotics trade as well as smug-
gling and kidnapping to survive in
the illicit economies of the region.
Al Qaeda and regional groups such
as the Haggani Network and the
Quetta Shura Taliban are actively
involved in criminal enterprise and
derive much of their funding and
logistics from these operations.””
These networks threaten state
authority and expose government
and security officials to cultures of
corruption and intimidation.

LOCAL ACTORS

(“ACCIDENTAL GUERILLAS")

Many fighters in Afghanistan and
Pakistan are not directly linked to
the global or regional aspirations
of al Qaeda or the Taliban (whether
the Quetta Shura Taliban or TTP).
These militants are a product of
the “accidental guerilla syndrome”
articulated by David Kilcullen.®
Outside groups including both
national security forces and mili-
tant networks can provoke, coerce
or recruit these fighters to join their
respective cause. They are in effect
“warriors for rent.” It is difficult to
estimate the total number of local
actors operating in Afghanistan
and Pakistan today.

WARLORDS AND

CORRUPT OFFICIALS

Corruption stemming from illicit
money throughout Central and
South Asia has had a debilitating
effect on legitimate governance
and has widely undermined honest
civil servants. Those benefiting
personally from the torrent of
foreign money flowing through
Afghanistan today will likely oppose
any option that scales back those
resources. Fewer dollars means
more competition for scarce fund-
ing. When the bulk of those dollars
no longer flow through the govern-
ment in Kabul, corrupt government
officials lose clout as well as profits.
Warlords in some provinces may
gain strength and stature in any
forthcoming change; others will
lose out.
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year ever for NATO and the United States. Six hun-
dred twenty-five soldiers have died as of November
1, 2010, among them 441 Americans. Casualty fig-
ures for the ten-year war reflect the deaths of 1,254
Americans and 820 allied troops.*

More than nine years into the conflict, the increas-
ing human and material costs of the war have
contributed to dwindling public support. The war’s
costs, and what is won by absorbing them, will

be central as policymakers consider the future.
Regardless of the strategy’s exact shape, though,
this much is clear. An unsustainable strategy — one
that does not balance means with ends - is not a
strategy at all.*!

The Regional Landscape

As President Obama weighs his choices in the
coming months, he should recognize the broader
realities that will influence how the United States
ends (or sustains) the war in Afghanistan. Both
China and India - the rising giants of Asia — have
deep interests in Afghanistan, politically and
economically. Both are carefully assessing how the
United States plays its hand; neither would view a
full U.S. disengagement or U.S. failure as a desir-
able outcome.?” Should the United States withdraw
precipitously, one or both might feel compelled to
intervene more directly in Afghan affairs, draw-
ing two major powers plus other regional actors
into direct competition within Afghanistan. In
that circumstance, the prospects for Afghanistan
devolving into a civil war between the proxies of
outside powers are real, with consequences that
could destabilize and threaten the security and
prosperity of the entire region.*’

On the other hand, these same interests can

also lead both China and India toward provid-

ing much-needed investment in Afghanistan. In
2008, China made the largest foreign investment
in Afghan history, purchasing a 30-year lease on
the Aynak copper deposit in eastern Afghanistan
for more than 3 billion dollars. The Aynak deposit,
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if fully exploited, is worth an estimated 88 billion
dollars.** Both China and India are aggressively
pursuing regional development projects, most
notably, massive infrastructure development
programs focused on roads and ports.*® Their
economic influence in Afghanistan will only grow
stronger in the future, and it will have a significant
long-term impact on prospects for Afghan eco-
nomic growth.

The repercussions of what the United States and its
allies do in Afghanistan and Pakistan extend far
beyond China and India. The war in Afghanistan
features many regional actors vying for influ-
ence, control and power vis-a-vis one another

and the United States.>® For example, diplomatic
tensions between the United States and Pakistan,
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan will affect the ability
of the United States and its allies to move supplies
into Afghanistan. In the same way that Pakistan is
seeking to maximize its influence in Afghanistan
through support for insurgent proxies, so too

are India and Iran attempting to maximize their
influence through material support for the regime
in Kabul and other actors in Afghanistan. The
vacuum potentially created by U.S. disengagement
would likely lead many of these actors to play a
more aggressive role to advance their interests.

In short, the “Great Game” of historic competi-
tion over Afghanistan remains equally plausible
today. This undercurrent of regional interests and
regional interference provides an enduring back-
drop to the ongoing war — and could set conditions
for an explosive subsequent conflict. All of this, to
say the least, complicates decision-making for the
United States and its allies.



V. TOWARD A BALANCED STRATEGY

The next phase in the U.S. effort in Afghanistan
should be an indirect approach, with the Afghan
government assuming overarching responsibility
for its national defense, while the United States
enables the effort through sustainable and sup-
portive unconventional warfare, counterterror
operations and security assistance programs. The
United States will advise and assist ANSF, employ
special forces to attack al Qaeda and leverage U.S.
airpower and technology as enablers for both
operations.

Although this report focuses primarily on the
transition of military forces, it also calls for a
changed political approach - potentially the
most controversial aspect of any new strategy. A
balanced strategy for Afghanistan must confront
the hard realities and recognize the limits of
the Afghan political system. It should reorient
U.S. political and economic efforts in light of
the lessons of recent years and the unmistakable
trends emerging in Kabul, in the provinces and
in Pakistan.

The components of this strategy make up a more
realistic political strategy and a more sustain-
able military strategy. The political strategy
includes a top-down approach that sustains
limited efforts to increase the capacity of the
central government; a bottom-up effort that
invests in local governance with new energy;

a regional segment that directly addresses the
issue of Pakistan; and an informational element
that confronts the enemy narrative while sup-
porting U.S. goals and interests. The military
strategy outlines a more limited commitment of
U.S. troops that better balances investments with
ends desired, and it offers a reshaped long-term
force posture with U.S. forces focused primar-
ily on the threat posed by AQAM and Afghan
National Security Forces taking ownership of the
conflict with the Taliban.

The Political Strategy

TOP-DOWN APPROACH

Top-down efforts in Afghanistan should build

on past modest successes but recognize the lim-
its of U.S. and Kabuli influence. For nine years,
the United States and its allies have invested in
expensive capacity-building of the central Afghan
government but seen only limited results. Recent
disappointments combined with Afghanistan’s
long history of weak central government argue for
a more realistic objective: limited central govern-
ment with power devolved to the provinces and
districts. U.S. assistance to the Afghan national
government should continue but focus more nar-
rowly on supporting it in matters of state such as
protecting territorial integrity, internal security
and national level infrastructure development,
while pressing for the delegation of much more
power to local leadership councils outside Kabul.

The unfortunate state of the Afghan central
government today justifies this difficult conclu-
sion. By the summer of 2011, Hamid Karzai will
have been in office as interim or elected presi-
dent of Afghanistan since 2002. Over much of

the same period, the United States has spent 336
billion dollars on the war in Afghanistan, span-
ning both military and development efforts.>* By
2009, Afghanistan ranked among the most cor-
rupt nations in the world, much worse than in
2005.*° Vast outlays of international resources
have been wasted, stolen and diverted — with an
overall impact that has been deeply disappointing.
The United States and its allies deserve substantial
blame for this disaster - it is their well-intended aid
that fueled much of this corruption - but Afghans,
including President Karzai, are more culpable still.

Efforts to reform and build capacity in the
Afghan central government since 2002 have
had limited effect. Of the 25 Afghan govern-
ment ministries, only a few can be viewed as
functional: Defense, Finance, Health, Interior

and the National Directorate of Security among |
15
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them.*' The government of Afghanistan remains
unable to finance even a modest proportion of its
expenses. Afghanistan is already the world’s most
extreme example of a rentier state, as demon-
strated by Astri Suhrke.*? A staggering 69 percent
of President Karzai’s budget in 2004 and 2005
was financed externally. By 2009, the situation
had not improved, with 32 percent of the budget
financed by a collection of revenues.** (By way

of comparison, even at the height of the Soviet
occupation of Afghanistan in 1982, only 29 per-
cent of Afghanistan’s budget was financed by aid.)
Very little of this aid — of which the United States
donated roughly half between 2001 and 2009 -
can be considered effective.** Looking forward,
the international community should continue to
reinforce high-priority ministries where significant
impact is possible and measurable successes have
been achieved. Where prospects for change are
dim, the international community should consider
removing western aid and diverting scarce dollars
toward other successful programs.

The economic component of the new strategy
should be reshaped to prioritize the improvement
of the macro conditions necessary to enable sus-
tained Afghan economic growth. U.S. development
activities should enable the acceleration of Afghan
private sector growth by focusing on large-scale
projects that enable business growth such as com-
munications, power, water, transport and related
infrastructure as well as the development of a
functioning legal system that makes investment
attractive to both Afghan entrepreneurs and foreign
investors. Afghanistan’s central geographic location
in Central Asia positions it well to serve as a conduit
for pent-up demand for north-south and east-west
trade from across the region. Road, rail, power and
pipeline networks all hold major potential as engines
of future growth — and must be a focus of U.S. and
international attention. The discovery of substantial
reserves of mineral wealth inside Afghanistan only
makes this focus on infrastructure development all

Securing U.S. Interests in Afghanistan Beyond 2011

the more important. Unlocking and managing this
significant Afghan economic power could poten-
tially be as important to Afghanistan’s long-term
stability as military operations.

The demands of managing relations with President
Karzai and his senior government officials in

this changed environment will be challenging.
Karzai is likely to strongly oppose any change

to the current U.S. support for the govern-

ment of Afghanistan - especially a change that
reduces material aid to his government or seeks to
empower local leaders at his expense.*> Dramatic
reductions in troops and dollars flowing into
Afghanistan could severely affect both licit and
illicit components of his nation’s economy. Costs
to the United States — much of it spent on mili-
tary operations in Afghanistan — may decrease by
as much as 80 percent as troop levels diminish.
The shadow economy of corruption derived from
foreign aid and military spending will be reduced,
as will the tens of thousands of Afghans employed
to support 140,000 NATO troops and their tens of
thousands of support personnel. The initial impact
of this downturn, however, will simply return
Afghanistan to the levels of troops and spending of
2005 - permitting the start of an orderly transition
to an Afghan economy based on trade and transit
rather than warfare and drugs.*®

Under pressure from the United States, President
Karzai may fall back on alliances with warlords

or precipitously sign on to agreements with insur-
gent groups whose terms are harmful to U.S.
interests. A clear narrative that explains to both
the Karzai government and the Afghan people
that the United States is entering a new and more
sustainable phase of its engagement may gradu-
ally help mitigate against some of the most erratic
potential reactions. Karzai must be convinced that
this new approach represents the most realistic
and sustainable option for him, his government
and the people of Afghanistan. Such an approach
may, in fact, be more in line with Karzai’s strategic



The United States should now
adopt a stronger bottom-

up approach to governance,
investing in those local
power structures and leaders
who best represent the local
populations, in lieu of the
Kabul-centric approach

favored until now.

preferences than the current strategy: This strategy
helps fulfill his goal, for example, for a long-term
strategic partnership with the United States while
significantly reducing U.S. “boots on the ground,”
one of his recurrent concerns.*” Given the near-
decade long commitment to date, coupled with
diminishing public support for U.S. involvement at
home, the alternative - an exit strategy focused on
the United States and allies ending their military
commitments entirely — must be seen as even less
palatable to the leadership in Kabul.

BOTTOM-UP APPROACH

Over most of its history, when Afghanistan has
been governed effectively, it has been governed in

a decentralized manner.*® Local governance, often
executed through a traditional blend of overlap-
ping tribal, family and state structures, has long
been the decisive influence on ordinary Afghans,
especially outside major urban centers. However, the
Bonn agreement of 2001, and the Afghan constitu-
tion that followed, effectively created a centralized
structure of government.*” The United States was
actively involved in this process, pouring signifi-
cant resources in time and money over the last nine
years into attempting to forge a functional central

government that would radiate authority out to the

provinces. The results, in light of this vast invest-
ment, have been disappointing. The experience of
recent years — heavily focusing on the development
of the central government at the expense of local
institutions — has demonstrated that the central
government in Kabul influences local governance
only modestly, and sometimes in ways that disrupt
the traditional patterns of local society.

The United States should now adopt a stronger
bottom-up approach to governance, investing

in those local power structures and leaders who
best represent the local populations, in lieu of

the Kabul-centric approach favored until now.
Corrupt and inept government officials who lack
local legitimacy can retard Afghanistan’s prospects
for long-term growth and threaten local gains
achieved by coalition military and development
efforts as much as the Taliban does. This approach
need not create a zero-sum game with the central
government in Kabul. It should work with Kabul-
appointed governors when possible — but around
them when necessary.

This transition is already under way. Given the
many challenges of connecting local populations
to Kabul, coalition military forces have in recent
years begun to work more closely with local lead-
ers of all backgrounds and rely less on central
government initiatives to deliver effective local
governance.’® As the United States and its allies
seek a more balanced strategy in Afghanistan,
this effort should continue and expand. At the
local and district levels, coalition military forces,
diplomats and development officials must expand
their partnership with a wide range of key actors
across the traditional power structures of Afghan
society to better assure lasting success. At the
grassroots level outside the capital, aid and
development must aim to empower local leader-
ship and support local needs, while tying notable
successes in government programs such as the
Afghan National Solidarity Program.>!
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On Reconciliation
By Andrew Exum

Civil wars and insurgencies such

as the one in Afghanistan usu-

ally end through some kind of
negotiated settlement between
the antagonists.>® The war-weary
American public is clearly eager to
bring the majority of U.S. troops
home, and the NATO command in
Afghanistan has prioritized recon-
ciliation just as much as fighting
the Taliban and training the Afghan
national security forces. Much

time has been spent determining
both the red lines of NATO and its
Afghan partners and those areas in
which they could compromise with
the insurgent groups.

Afghans, however, are perfectly
comfortable talking while still
fighting. So too, at least in practice,
are the United States and its allies:
In insurgencies from Vietnam to
Northern Ireland, the United States
has negotiated with insurgents
while combat operations were
ongoing. In the American public’s
mind, however, wars take place
sequentially: First, you fight; sec-
ond, you negotiate a settlement.
The word “negotiations” conjures
up hopes for an end to the con-
flict in the minds of Americans

and other Westerners — when all
that really might be occurring is
another round of jockeying for
position between Afghanistan’s
warring political forces.

President Barack Obama, who
carried out an otherwise respon-
sible review of U.S. strategy in
Afghanistan in the fall of 2009,
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Qari Rahmat, foreground, listens as tribal headsmen and Afghan security force leaders discuss
next steps in the reconciliation process, at Forward Operating Base Hughie in Jalalabad
Afghanistan.

(SGT. TRACY J. SMITH/U.S. Army)

blundered when he publicly
announced that the United States
would begin a withdrawal from
Afghanistan in July 2011. Within the
ranks of Afghanistan’s insurgent
groups and even among U.S. allies
and the civilians in the country, this
date was interpreted to mean that
a total withdrawal of U.S. and allied
forces was imminent. No insurgent
group, to paraphrase defense
analyst Stephen Biddle, was about
to accept a loaf of bread when the
bakery was on offer.*® Why would
the Taliban and other insurgent
groups negotiate when the United
States was on its way out already?

The problem of Afghanistan’s
varied insurgent groups also com-
plicates reconciliation talks. Of the

three principal insurgent groups,
only Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s
Hezb-i-Islami Gulbuddin might

be considered ripe for any kind of
reconciliation with the government
in Kabul. But the HiG is arguably
the least significant of the major
insurgent groups, and even then,
Gulbuddin himself would not likely
be allowed to play a role in an
Afghan government.

Of the other two groups, the
Haqgqgani network, under the
leadership of Sirajuddin Siraj
Haqggani, maintains strong ties

to al-Qaeda and is considered
more or less irreconcilable, and
the Quetta Shura Taliban is
thought to be reconcilable only if
Mullah Mohammed Omar himself



approves of the reconciliation pro-
cess. The insurgents in Afghanistan
are no more unitary an actor than
the Afghan government or the
NATO coalition, further complicat-
ing negotiations.

All that, to make matters worse,
assumes that the insurgent groups
are independent actors. The real-
ity, though, is that negotiations
between the insurgent groups and
the government in Kabul will go
only as far as the Pakistani secu-
rity services allow. Some Western
analysts took heart in Pakistan’s
decision in February 2010 to arrest
Taliban leader Mullah Abdul Ghani
Baradar. At the time, however, the
arrest of Mullah Baradar, who was
in negotiations with the govern-
ment in Kabul, was interpreted by
the Taliban rank and file to be a
stark warning to those who would
negotiate without the permission
of the Pakistani government, under
whose patronage and protection
the Taliban has operated east of
the Durand Line since 2005. Today
it is widely accepted that this was
indeed the case and that Pakistan
deliberately thwarted negotiations
between the Quetta Shura Taliban
and the government in Kabul to
serve its parochial interests. Since
that event, there has been no sign
that Pakistan’s powerful military
has taken a softer line on negotia-
tions between the Taliban and the
government in Kabul.

Finally, if one surveys the history
of civil wars and insurgencies, the

evidence for negotiations leading
to a more secure environment -
without robust security operations
first setting the conditions for
those negotiations - is weak. The
way the U.S. military established
control over the population in
Baghdad in 2007, by contrast, con-
tributed to an environment that
not only led formerly malign Sunni
insurgents to join local security
forces, but also provided time and
space for a more peaceful political
process to move forward.

A sliver of hope remains, however.
Although the reporting of how the
United States and its allies have
“routed” the Taliban in southern
Afghanistan has been very thinly
sourced, it is clear the U.S. military
has been attempting to replicate
the success it had in Iraq in 2007

- destroying the midlevel opera-
tional leadership of the insurgent
groups, which in turn collapsed the
networks and rendered them inef-
fective. This strategy would add
further momentum to prospects
for reconciliation by extending

the U.S. and allied presence in
Afghanistan and disheartening
insurgent groups that will have to
convince their rank and file that
another several years of hard fight-
ing remain on the horizon.

This text box is drawn from a
previous version written as online
commentary for Foreign Policy
magazine.
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The nature of the U.S.
relationship with Pakistan is
one of the most complicated
and frustrating elements of the
war in Afghanistan and the
global effort to degrade and
defeat al Qaeda.
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In adopting an approach that emphasizes engage-
ment with local governance structures, the
United States would not be promoting a return to
warlord rule. The risks of local strongmen reas-
serting their influence in parts of Afghanistan,
however, are a risk this strategy accepts. Today
Afghanistan’s constitution gives the president
the power to appoint provincial and district (i.e.,
“state” and “county”) governors from Kabul.*?
This arrangement has led to friction wherein
local leaders and populations often have no say
in and little identification with their “official”
government representation and leadership. Not
surprising, in many cases this has created ten-
sions that have further distanced the people from
the central government, with Kabul-appointed
“outsiders” serving in key local leadership roles
but often lacking legitimacy in the eyes of the
governed. To date, prospects to revise this system
by permitting districts and provinces to directly
elect their governors are low.>®> However, by
empowering local governance such as district and
tribal leadership this plan can increase the lever-
age of its local partners and lessen their reliance
on effective Afghan central governance.

The economic leg of a new U.S. strategy remains
important, but its focus must also change. The
allocation of development funds should prioritize
local institutions such as district and tribal councils
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relative to Kabul. As in Kabul, greater investment
must be made locally in identifying and reinforc-
ing successful programs. In many areas, these
investments will align with and support central gov-
ernment leaders and initiatives such as the widely
acclaimed Afghan National Solidarity Program and
the Independent Directorate of Local Governance.”*
But in areas beset by corrupt officials and dysfunc-
tional programs, aid and development efforts that
empower more traditional structures which for
centuries have formed Afghan local governance
may become the norm. These local structures are
distinct from warlords in many - but not all - areas.
U.S. development efforts led by the U.S. Agency for
International Development must balance short-term
and long-term investments that will both improve
the lives of ordinary Afghans and support their
traditional tribal and village leadership structures.
While recognizing that Afghanistan remains a des-
perately poor country, the U.S. Congress and U.S.
taxpayers have lost patience for corrupt and ineffec-
tive Afghan leaders and institutions. At this stage

of the conflict, targeting U.S. aid and development
dollars toward effective and less corrupt local enti-
ties is the best stewardship of taxpayer dollars and
will ultimately serve the best interests of the people
of Afghanistan.

THE POLITICAL STRATEGY: PAKISTAN

The nature of the U.S. relationship with Pakistan is
one of the most complicated and frustrating ele-
ments of the war in Afghanistan and the global
effort to degrade and defeat al Qaeda. Many pundits
would argue that U.S. vital interests in the region lie
primarily in Pakistan, and that any future U.S. role
in Afghanistan must be shaped with that realiza-
tion foremost in the minds of policymakers. The
U.S. government rightly sees the maintenance of

a stable Pakistan that is inhospitable to terrorists
and in control of its territory and nuclear weapons
as an essential outcome for any U.S. strategy. Yet
Pakistan remains an immensely vexing partner,
deeply committed to playing a “double game”



Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence
Directorate

Instability and terror threats from inside of Pakistan
have in some ways replaced the threat of a pre-
September 11, al Qaeda-dominated Afghanistan

as the preeminent U.S. concern in this volatile
region. Pakistan and its security services have been
both an ally and an enemy of the United States.
Although an arm of the state, the Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) Directorate in many ways plays

an independent role as a subnational actor in this
context. On the one hand, Pakistani support has
allowed the United States and its allies to continue
to disrupt and degrade the ranks of al Qaeda and
those insurgent groups that threaten Pakistan.
Pakistan’s military has also sacrificed greatly in the
fight against Pakistani insurgent groups since 20009.
On the other hand, Pakistan has at times adopted
a conciliatory approach not only to al Qaeda but
also to the groups that directly threaten Pakistani
sovereignty, such as the TTP. In addition, Pakistan
also covertly provides substantial safe haven to a
myriad of Taliban groups fighting U.S. and NATO
forces in Afghanistan, whose aim is to overthrow
the Kabul government; there is some evidence that
ISI provides these groups training, equipment and
direction as well*°

- hedging its bets against yet another U.S. exit from
the region. Managing the relationship with Pakistan
in ways that serve U.S. interests, strengthen a fragile
Pakistani state, protect Afghanistan and improve
overall stability in the region must be central goals
of an effective strategy.”’

The U.S. strategy toward Pakistan since the
September 11th attacks has been one built around
carrots and sticks. The United States has attempted
to incentivize Pakistani cooperation with massive
infusions of military and more recently foreign

aid with varying success.”® Although Pakistan

has transitioned from military rule to a civil-

ian government, its foreign policy has remained

largely unchanged and decisively influenced by
the Pakistani military. Pakistan’s foreign policy
rests on a security “triad” comprising its mili-

tary, nuclear forces and state-sponsored proxy
groups.® Increasingly, “irregular forces” or terror-
ist groups have formed a powerful asymmetrical
weapon used by Pakistan to offset the crushing
conventional superiority of neighboring India.
Unfortunately, terrorist groups — even state-spon-
sored ones - often escape the controlling hands of
their sponsors and take on a life of their own. One
such group, the so-called Pakistani Taliban now
forms an undeniable threat to the internal stability
of the Pakistani state, attracting much attention
and energy from Pakistani security forces in the
northwest of the country. Despite this, the specter
of India as the overwhelming existential threat to
Pakistan’s future continues to animate every aspect
of Pakistani decision-making - especially concern-
ing Afghanistan.

In Afghanistan, the Pakistani Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) Directorate continues to support,
protect and at times guide insurgent groups, most
notably through the Waziristan-based Haqqani
network and the Quetta Shura Taliban operat-

ing from eastern Baluchistan.®’ Since late 2005,
this threat has changed the balance of power
inside Afghanistan, once again creating a power-
ful insurgency that now threatens Afghanistan’s
future. Moreover, these same insurgent groups are
killing and wounding Americans, Afghans and
U.S. allies with increasing effectiveness. The United
States faces an intractable dilemma: an ally that
supports U.S. interests in disrupting and contain-
ing al Qaeda at the very heart of its global network,
yet that by most accounts simultaneously provides
sanctuary, support and even guidance to groups
attacking U.S. and allied forces in Afghanistan.

In light of this dilemma, the United States has
in recent years elected a middle ground in deal-
ing with Pakistan. Private pressure reportedly

has been much tougher than public expressions
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of support would suggest, but the net result

has changed little. The loss of U.S. lives in
Afghanistan from insurgent assaults enabled by
this Pakistani duality is no longer tolerable, espe-
cially given Pakistan’s lack of serious progress in
addressing recurrent U.S. complaints.®®> Reserving
complaints about Pakistani behavior to private
discussions, the United States has clearly failed to
change Pakistani support and sanctuary for the
Afghan Taliban. Ultimately, the government of
Pakistan is responsible for the sovereignty of its
state territory and threats that grow within it.

The United States must now take a tougher

stand with Pakistan - if necessary, in public.

The United States holds immense leverage over
the Pakistani government and military - the
power of the purse. U.S. military and foreign

aid to Pakistan currently tops 2 billion dollars
per year.”> Moreover, the United States exer-
cises enormous leverage over the actions of the
International Monetary Fund, to which the
Pakistani government owes its economic stabil-
ity. Despite Washington’s worries over possible
impacts on Pakistani cooperation on logistics
and counterterror measures, the current situa-
tion is simply unacceptable. U.S. congressional
pressure may force the Obama administration

to act, or Congress may simply tighten the purse
strings directly, restricting or shutting down
generous U.S. aid. This eventuality must be made
clear to Pakistan’s leaders, civilian and military,
and explicit expectations should be outlined for a
major change in Pakistani behavior with regard to
the Taliban.

Pakistan would be threatened by this shift in the
U.S. approach. Pakistan’s military and intelligence
services, in supporting groups such as the Haqqani
network and the Quetta Shura Taliban, have
essentially wagered that the United States and its
allies are leaving Afghanistan. Publicly committing
to a long-term strategy in which the United States
fights those insurgent groups by, with and through
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Afghan partners, in contrast, threatens a new kind
of war that Pakistan’s extremist allies cannot win
in the longer term. With smaller U.S. residual
forces committed to a protracted Afghan support
and advisory engagement, “running out the clock”
will no longer be a viable option for the Taliban or
other insurgent groups.

Additionally, Pakistan will take great offense at
the strategy’s implicit potential for more aggres-
sive covert and clandestine U.S. operations against
al Qaeda and associated insurgent groups based

in Pakistan. Pakistan could ameliorate this con-
cern by dramatically improving its cooperation
with U.S. intelligence agencies as well as by seri-
ously cracking down on the freedom of action

of insurgent groups within Pakistan. Today the
relative uncertainty regarding the future of the U.S.
presence in the region tips the Pakistanis toward a
security calculus that supports the actors it knows
will remain. Changing that calculus will require
convincing the Pakistani government and military
that the United States is staying, albeit in a differ-
ent form. It provides a decisive means to address
Pakistani fears of yet another U.S. abandonment.

POLITICAL STRATEGY: INFORMATIONAL ELEMENTS
The conflict in Afghanistan continues to be a battle
of ideas between the United States and its allies, on
the one hand, and AQAM and the Taliban move-
ments, on the other. At this point, however, it is less
an ideological struggle over “hearts and minds”
than a fight over the narrative of the western
commitment. President Obama’s July 2011 “dead-
line” has been widely interpreted regionally as the
end of the U.S. presence in Afghanistan and the
beginning of yet another era in which the United
States and its allies ignore Central and South Asia.
Explicitly counteracting this narrative by affirm-
ing an enduring security commitment will both
undercut enemies and encourage allies. Across the
region and the globe, nations that have long been
friends and allies of the United States are watch-
ing the denouement of the Afghan conflict with



concern. A reenergized and reshaped long-term

U.S. effort will buttress their confidence in exist-
ing relationships with the United States as well as
influence those on the fence that the United States
remains a strong partner capable of sustained
commitments.®* In Kabul and across Afghanistan,
a robust public diplomacy plan for the Afghan
people implemented by the U.S. embassy will be
important to explain the core message of the U.S.
commitment contained in this plan.®® Similar
efforts in Islamabad and throughout Pakistan are
required as well. Inherent in this message must be
a commitment that the United States will stand
by the people of Afghanistan in their fight, but
that the transition to Afghan leadership is begin-
ning. In effect, the U.S. message must change from
“don’t worry, we are leaving” to “don’t worry, we
are staying.”*® Afghans and Pakistanis alike will
see the facts on the ground supporting the mes-
sages of policymakers.

The Military Strategy

A changed military strategy will form the core of
the “Responsible Transition” approach. Although
it is too early to determine the ultimate success

or failure of the “surge” ordered by President
Obama in his December 2009 West Point speech,
outlining the next phase of military operations

in Afghanistan is both appropriate and neces-
sary. This focus does not discount or diminish
the importance of parallel and complementary
diplomatic and development initiatives; indeed,
many of these have been addressed briefly above.
But in an active conflict involving tens of thou-
sands of troops and ongoing combat actions, both
diplomacy and development by necessity must play
supporting roles. Afghanistan holds our attention
today because it is a war zone with vital U.S. secu-
rity interests at stake.

We believe that “Responsible Transition” is the
most likely strategy to succeed in protecting both
vital and important U.S. interests at a sustain-
able cost in lives, national will and treasure. Yet

we acknowledge that it is one of many compet-

ing approaches in deciding the way forward in
Afghanistan. After nearly a decade of war, policy
experts have offered varying, often conflict-

ing, views of how best to achieve U.S. interests.
Experienced defense and security officials disagree
over the best course of action, some arguing for the
rapid withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan,
others favoring greater counterterrorism efforts

or proposing a long-term commitment to a fully
resourced counterinsurgency strategy. Before
outlining the “Responsible Transition” strategy, we
survey the three key alternative approaches that
have been suggested for Afghanistan: rapid with-
drawal, the so-called counterterrorism-plus option
and a more fully resourced long-term counterin-
surgency campaign.

RAPID WITHDRAWAL

Some experts contend that the United States does
not have vital national interests in Afghanistan and
should initiate a rapid withdrawal of its military
forces from the country. Many of these advocates
argue that the United States can accomplish its
counterterrorism obligations through offshore
targeting — the use of limited aerial and special
operations forces based outside Afghanistan to
engage specific high-value targets — and diplo-
matic and intelligence engagement and liaison.””
As outlined above, we believe that an enduring
role for the United States in the region, to include
continued training and support to ANSF and the
maintenance of capable counterterrorism forces,
is required to assure vital national interests. Early
and wholesale withdrawal of U.S. forces will affirm
the belief that the United States is not a reliable
ally in the region and deny U.S. military forces a
platform for sustained operations against a still
deadly al Qaeda threat. Al Qaeda propaganda
would leverage this “defeat” of the U.S. super-
power to catalyze further global recruiting and
likely increase its capabilities against the United
States and its allies. Rapid withdrawal would also
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provide the potential to rapidly tip Afghanistan
into instability, precipitating a return to an Afghan
civil war with the antagonists serving as proxies for
hostile neighboring states. This outcome holds the
risk of destabilizing the entire region, which would
be much more problematic in a nuclear-armed sub-
continent than was the case in the early 1990s.

A second-order effect of the rapid withdrawal

of military forces from Afghanistan is the prob-
able collapse of intelligence networks on both

sides of the border that currently enable targeted
counterterrorism operations. The presence of U.S.
forces in Afghanistan, closely working with the
local population as well as allied security services,
maintains an irreplaceable intelligence infrastruc-
ture in support of continued operations. Targeting
transnational terror groups becomes nearly impos-
sible without the intelligence provided by networks
on the ground. Additionally, some proponents of

a hastened drawdown suggest that U.S. operations
in Afghanistan and Pakistan - particularly air
strikes — create new supporters for al Qaeda and its
associated movements. In the strategy we propose,
information operations combined with the refocus-
ing of U.S. energies against AQAM in the region
will lessen the propaganda value of these attacks
and weaken the operational capabilities of al Qaeda
and the movement more generally. (In addition,
U.S. air strikes appear to have grown more accu-
rate in recent months, with civilian casualties and
other collateral damage declining.*®)The transition
that we suggest — including a residual force to be
sustained into the future - represents a responsible
and cost-effective alternative to the immediate
withdrawal of forces or the open-ended commit-
ment of today’s 140,000 U.S. and NATO troops.

COUNTERTERRORISM PLUS

Proponents of a reduced U.S. role short of a full-
scale exit have outlined an option that would posit
a modest U.S. Special Operations Forces capability
of as few as 10,000 troops to sustain a counter-
terrorist (CT) effort in Afghanistan after the
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departure of conventional forces.® This argument
asserts that threats to U.S. vital interests do not
include the Taliban, and that a small U.S. footprint
focused on al Qaeda would be able to preserve the
advantages necessary to contain this deadly group
while avoiding costly resource expenditures on
peripheral threats to U.S. interests.

The principal flaw in this argument is that it leaves
ANSF inadequately supported by critical U.S.
enablers such as airpower and logistics against

the resurgent Taliban, in effect cutting ANSF oft
from its key asymmetric advantages. A roughly
10,000-soldier U.S. contingent — less than 10 percent
of the current forces — would be unlikely to include
sufficient airpower, helicopter lift, advisers, reserves,
or medical and logistics support for either remain-
ing U.S. CT forces or Afghan forces that will be
locked in combat with a still capable Taliban.

A rapid drawdown to a small CT-Plus force would
also provide insufficient time to train and equip the
ANSEF to a size capable of successfully taking on the
battle with the Taliban, an effort requiring at least
several more years. The likely outcome of this option
would be a Taliban defeat of the ANSF in many
areas with a resultant destabilization of the govern-
ment, leaving the insurgents with growing offensive
power that would rapidly threaten to overwhelm
any small residual U.S. CT presence. In that event,
U.S. CT forces would find themselves locked in a
battle for survival with an ascendant Taliban rather
than focused on maintaining relentless pressure

on al Qaeda. This situation would dramatically
reduce pressure on al Qaeda, likely permitting it
significantly greater freedom of action and space for
planning attacks on U.S. soil than is the case today.
Many critics argue that a limited counterterrorism
approach to Afghanistan would also lead to a failed
state, the return of al Qaeda and the destabiliza-
tion of Pakistan.”® Afghanistan might not collapse,
but the safe havens the United States and its allies
have struggled since 2001 to eradicate would likely
reappear and expand. The probable outcomes of the



CT-Plus approach would undercut U.S. interests in
the region, potentially destabilizing Afghanistan
and forcing a major repositioning or complete
withdrawal of U.S. CT forces, stripping their ability
to effectively maintain pressure on al Qaeda and its
local networks.

FULLY RESOURCED COUNTERINSURGENCY

In the fall of 2009, President Obama rejected the
implementation of a fully resourced counterin-
surgency campaign with an open-ended timeline
in Afghanistan. His decision to commit an addi-
tional 30,000 troops was conditioned by the
announced plan to begin their return home in July
2011, starting the transition to Afghan security
forces taking charge of the conflict. Proponents
of the fully resourced counterinsurgency effort
argue — and may be correct - that, given enough
time and resources, a large-scale counterinsur-
gency campaign could accomplish U.S. objectives
in Afghanistan. These proponents are also likely
correct that most other policy alternatives carry
with them some greater risk to U.S. interests.”!
The Obama administration, however, is correct to
evaluate the current strain on U.S. resources, the
limited marginal benefits of the present approach
and the competing global priorities for resources
and military readiness. Given the steadily dimin-
ishing state of U.S. popular support for the war, the
likelihood of finding support in the United States
for additional troops significantly beyond the cur-
rent horizon of 2014 is highly problematic.”

VI. A“RESPONSIBLE TRANSITION”
PLAN

The commencement of a long-term strategy

to support Afghanistan’s effort to prevent that
country’s reemergence as an al Qaeda safe haven
is itself a statement that the United States and its
allies will remain in Afghanistan for many years
to come, but to credibly adopt this approach, the
United States must do so in a sustainable way.
The United States and its allies must at once
make an unequivocal commitment to remain
strong players in the region and keep AQAM

at bay while conserving U.S. and allied costs in
lives and treasure. It is both a time-driven and
conditions-based approach. Timelines for phases
of the transition are presented below, but should
be flexible enough to accommodate unexpected
developments. The conditions for transition

are based primarily on the number of trained
ANSF and the Afghan government’s willingness
to deploy them in ways that support the shared
Afghan and U.S. interest in defeating the Taliban
resurgence — not simply on the situation on the
ground in any given district or province. ANSF,
with U.S. advisers in support, will ultimately be
expected to take over combat operations from
NATO forces in contested regions. This “combat
transition” is not constrained by some necessity
to set ideal conditions on the ground; it expects
sustained combat led by Afghan security forces
to follow. While the most dangerous zones are
expected to transition last in this plan, U.S. resid-
ual forces will be weighted toward those areas to
ensure the Afghan transition and sustained com-
bat operations thereafter are successful. Thus the
bulk of the population-centric counterinsurgency
fight will over time cede to Afghan rather than
U.S. and NATO troops. This new face of the war,
with a much-reduced U.S. force presence working
“by, with and through” Afghans, may also dimin-
ish the arguable effect of large international forces
serving as a catalyst for mobilizing insurgents.
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This strategy marks the logical next phase of
today’s U.S.-centric, troop intensive counterinsur-
gency approach. It will focus U.S. military power,
intelligence assets and integrated U.S. soft power
in ways that rebalance the resources and priori-
ties. It enables Afghan forces, renews the focus of
the most highly capable U.S. forces on al Qaeda
and its allies and realigns relationships with Kabul
and Islamabad. It brings into better balance sus-
tained U.S. human and materiel costs with vital
U.S. interests, while acknowledging greater risks
to Afghanistan’s central government and human
rights — but far less than those that would accom-
pany a Taliban return to power. This strategy
tailors the right resources to the fight in ways that
explicitly acknowledge the changed nature of the
enemy, the war and U.S. strategic context for the
next decade.

Concept of Operations

The overall concept of operations is to bring U.S.
and allied military power from its high water
mark of nearly 140,000 forces down to a smaller
and more sustainable number while largely
substituting Afghan National Security Forces
trained and advised by the United States and its
NATO allies into the counterinsurgency fight.
Residual U.S. forces will have the dual mission
of supporting and advising ANSF while focus-
ing direct combat actions against al Qaeda and
its allies’ core capabilities, primarily through
Special Operations Forces. COIN will primarily
belong to the ANSF while CT will largely belong
to the United States. Afghan security forces will
take ownership of the fundamental mission of
population security across the country, replacing
the large numbers of U.S. and NATO conven-
tional forces performing these tasks today. Over
the course of this plan, this new division of labor
will permit the withdrawal of the bulk of U.S.
and NATO conventional forces directly engaged
in COIN operations today as the ANSF assume
those responsibilities.
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Time Driven or Conditions Based?

Does this plan to draw down forces operate on a
rigid timeline for transition to Afghan forces, or is
it linked strictly to conditions of local success as a
prerequisite for transition? Much rhetoric has high-
lighted that President Obama's current strategy of
charting a transition to ANSF security responsibili-
ties beginning in July 2011 will be tied to conditions
on the ground. While the U.S. military prefers this
approach because it accepts very little risk to the
mission, its central flaw is that U.S. forces will be
unable to ever transition in areas where combat
may continue for years — potentially in large por-
tions of the south and east. Under the current
conditions-based approach, the transition to ANSF
replacing U.S. forces could be deferred indefinitely
if conditions are not met. In our estimation, it is
likely that in certain areas, insufficient progress in
both governance and security is likely to remain
an enduring condition that no amount of time or
application of practicable levels of U.S. resources
will permanently alter. Thus, our combined time-
driven, conditions-based approach recognizes the
value of establishing a timeline for shifting lead
responsibilities while fully recognizing that serious
combat in many areas is likely to continue - and
that a transition to trained Afghan forces taking
on that primary combat role with Americans in
support makes perfect sense. Rebalancing future
U.S. commitments in Afghanistan while focusing
squarely on the achievement of vital national inter-
ests beyond 2011 should guide future decisions to
allocate forces and efforts.

These Afghan forces will be supported not only by

a substantial U.S. advisory presence, but also by
significant U.S. enablers, and they will be comple-
mented on the battlefield by expanded U.S. and
coalition SOF and intelligence assets.”> These special
operations forces are the centerpiece of a long-term
U.S. commitment to continue the unfinished war

to disrupt, dismantle and defeat AQAM across the
region. The United States and NATO will reduce



their conventional force and headquarters (HQ)
footprint across the country in responsible phases,
both turning over sectors and bases to ANSF leader-
ship and consolidating or eliminating unnecessary
HQ and functions as the international military pres-
ence declines. The United States should also take the
following additional steps:

o The United States should maintain its overall HQ
in Kabul, linked closely to the U.S. embassy and
sharing many capabilities with the U.S. country
team — and ultimately shifting overall leader-
ship of the combined U.S. civil and military
effort over the long-term to the chief of mission
(U.S. ambassador). The current headquarters of
NATO’s International Security Assistance Force
would transition to a smaller U.S.-led coalition
HQ by the end of the “Responsible Transition”
period.

« The current NATO training HQ should shift to
ANSF control once the ANSF reaches a target
strength established by NATO Training Mission
- Afghanistan, and will then yield full ownership
of training to ANSF.*

« The U.S. operational warfighting HQ should shift
to an Unconventional Warfare Joint Task Force
focused on the long-term fight against AQAM in
the region - not simply Afghanistan.”” This HQ
would form a close partnership with the ANSF
military command and maintain close ties with
the U.S. military support effort in Pakistan.

« Conventional U.S. forces remaining in
Afghanistan should ultimately be limited to the
core elements of the robust ANSF advisory and
sustainment effort; several rapidly deployable
Quick Reaction Forces (QRF) stationed at key
locations available to react to unexpected crises
or opportunities; a sizable theater reserve; an
aviation brigade of lift and attack helicopters;
and significant U.S. Air Force (USAF) strike and
surveillance capabilities - all underpinned by a
modest logistics base.

The evolution from today’s force to this residual
force would occur over 24-36 months, beginning
in July 2011, and would see U.S. troop numbers
reduced by approximately two-thirds; other NATO
forces would begin to transition as early as January
2011 and ultimately drop in strength by 80 percent
or more. Remaining NATO or coalition troop
contributions would likely focus on ANSF trainers,
selected enablers and SOF.

PHASE ZERO (JANUARY-JULY 2011): PREPARING
FOR TRANSITION

This initial stage of the transition is primarily an
assessment and preliminary transfer phase. The
preliminary results of the “surge” and the new
application of tactics focused on Kandahar and on
pressuring the Taliban leadership through care-
fully targeted strikes over the fall and winter of
2010-2011 will become known. During this six-
month period, NATO forces will begin their first
turnovers of key areas of the country to ANSEF,
with portions of those NATO elements shifting
into ANSF training missions or being redeployed
to home countries. Likely candidates for transfer to
Afghan security leadership and control are areas of
northern and western Afghanistan, with elements
of German, Italian and Spanish contingents thin-
ning their forces and seeing partial redeployment
or shift to new missions as ANSF take on greater
roles in those areas. U.S. forces made available by
these or other transitions to ANSF will be recom-
mitted to other key locations in Afghanistan to
continue operations through July 2011. Continued
assessment of the effects of the surge will be
ongoing.

PHASE ONE (JULY 2011-DECEMBER 2012): SHIFTING
TO FOCUSED ADVISORY AND COUNTERTERRORISM
OPERATIONS

The next phase of the transition concentrates on
rapidly completing and solidifying the growth in
quality and quantity of ANSF, as well as turning
over significant portions of the Afghan battlespace
to ANSF control. U.S. military efforts during this
| 27
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phase will sustain both COIN and offensive kinetic
operations against the enemy while ensuring that
the full requirements for trainers and advisers for
ANSF are met. By the end of this phase, the main
effort for U.S. military operations in Afghanistan
will shift from U.S. forces primarily conducting
COIN-centered operations to U.S. forces advis-
ing and enabling ANSF to conduct a substantial
portion of the COIN operations. The U.S. advi-
sory effort becomes “Job One” and is refined and
empowered by substantial enablers and USAF
manned and unmanned capabilities. Other NATO
forces will continue to thin and ultimately turn
over their sectors to Afghan control, with a likely
sequence of Regional Command-North (Germans)
based in Mazar-e-Sharif and Regional Command-
West (Italians and Spanish) based in Herat,
completing these transitions as early as the spring
of 2012. Regional Command-Southwest (U.S.
Marine Corps) will consolidate in early 2012 once
again with Regional Command-South to reduce
HQ requirements. The final Regional Commands
(RC) to transition to ANSF control will be RC-East
and RC-South in sequence by the end of 2012. The
United States will gradually consolidate most of
its enablers of aviation, intelligence, logistics and
other combat support power at two primary hubs,
Bagram and Kandahar, while maintaining selected
key enablers forward based along the border region
in the east and southeast. Today’s U.S. force levels
of 100,000 would draw down by one-third to one-
half during this phase.

PHASE TWO (JANUARY 2013-JULY 2014): MOVING
TO RESIDUAL FORCE OPERATIONS

Full transition is completed during this window,
with Afghan security forces assuming full leader-
ship of operations by the summer of 2014. U.S.
forces by this point will be fully reorganized into
an unconventional warfare task force (UWTF)
that would partner with friends and allies across
the region, focusing on conducting combined
and interagency intelligence, advisory and other
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programs deemed necessary to build and sus-

tain long-term relationships to provide enhanced
understanding and optimally guide military opera-
tions. A subordinate counterterrorist-joint task
force (CT-JTF) focused on immediate day-to-day
surgical operations, would remain as part of the
UWTTF to maintain constant pressure on AQAM
and its close allies across the region and clearly
demonstrate U.S. resolve to continue addressing
the most dangerous threat to the United States

in the region. U.S. general purpose force advis-

ers will continue to operate with Afghan forces,
but they will begin in early 2013 to depart from
the north and west of Afghanistan, passing full
independent operations capability over to the
ANSF in those regions. By the summer of 2014,
U.S. general purpose force advisers will be found in
limited numbers in Afghan units in the south and
east, with those units transitioning to longer-term
independent operations in partnership with U.S.
SOF in the residual force and taking full command
of RC-East and RC-South. U.S. enablers will adjust
to levels required to support ANSF and U.S. SOF
operations targeting AQAM. By the end of this
phase, U.S. forces will draw down and reconfigure
to a sustainable residual force presence of 25,000-
35,000 troops.”®

Spoilers: Potential Obstacles to Success

All plans are subject to unexpected turns of events.
The volatility of this region and its diverse actors
argue for a cautious outlook on the prospects

for the success of any plan, no matter how well
founded. A number of potentially disruptive events
merit discussion.

TERROR ATTACK ON THE UNITED STATES
FROM PAKISTAN

Several abortive terror attacks on the United States
over the last year have originated from individu-
als trained in Pakistan. The possibility of a future
attack of similar origin cannot be discounted. If
such an event were to occur, it would be a game-
changer for U.S. policy. Were an attack to cause



casualties on U.S. soil, it would enrage Americans
and likely force a significant government response
- regardless of the administration in power. A

significant U.S. strike against known or suspected

terrorist enclaves in Pakistan would be a realistic
possibility.”” The repercussions of such an event

in Pakistan and on U.S. efforts in Afghanistan are
difficult to judge, but they might well entail greater
U.S. military efforts both in Afghanistan and
potentially in Pakistan. Unquestionably, a dramatic
change in Pakistan’s internal support for terrorist
groups inside its territory would have to be imme-
diately evident to preclude a very severe series of
U.S. counteractions. The probability of the United
States entering into an adversarial relationship
with Pakistan in the aftermath of an attack on U.S.
soil would be significant, at least in the short term.

AN ADVERSARIAL PAKISTAN

The potential for Pakistan to react angrily to
increased public and private pressure from the
United States is real. This reaction could range
from closing NATO supply routes (as occurred

in September 2010) to the denial of intelligence
cooperation and support for drone operations
inside Pakistan. In each of these cases, prudent
planning should be done now by U.S. military

and intelligence organizations that currently rely
on Pakistani support. Critical logistics should

be stockpiled in Afghanistan against potential
shortages, and backup plans made to increase
throughput on the so-called Northern Distribution
Network and by air delivery. As U.S. forces decline
in substantial numbers, the heavy logistical reli-
ance on Pakistani routes should be reduced or
eliminated while more secure northern access
should be used for the much smaller residual force.
Pakistan’s chokehold on this aspect of U.S. opera-
tions should be removed. In the realm of drone
operations and intelligence cooperation, alternate
plans should be made to substitute Afghan loca-
tions for basing inside Pakistan (if news reports are
accurate), as well as to substitute longer-loitering

drones that can operate at great distances from
their bases. Intelligence resources should also

be directed toward developing agents and net-
works independent of the ISI in order to provide
long-term access to information.”® Once again,
the United States holds extraordinarily power-
tul financial leverage over Pakistan, and it should
not hesitate to use this influence should it become
necessary.

A RESURGENT TALIBAN

As the United States and NATO begin to draw
down and consolidate bases and military forces in
Afghanistan, the Taliban could take advantage of
this reduced footprint to launch attacks aimed at
inflicting heavy casualties or a decisive defeat on
international forces. This eventuality will remain
throughout the projected period of the entire
transition, and it will be a factor that the SOF-
heavy residual force will have to remain vigilant
against over the long term. That said, the potent
combination of U.S. firepower - to include rap-
idly responsive air assets — and greatly improved
technical and human intelligence will mitigate this
risk. Prudent planning by military commanders on
the ground will minimize the vulnerability of the
force as it negotiates this transition, and alertness
and caution in navigating this period of risk will
minimize the dangers. Needless to say, the role and
effectiveness of U.S.-advised Afghan security forces
in taking on the Taliban threat will be critical to
assess and monitor during the transition. Finally,
the extension of the “clock” to 2014 for substantial
numbers of U.S. forces, coupled with the reality of
an enduring long-term U.S. presence, will likely
impose a dramatic psychological toll on Taliban
resilience.

ANSF FAILURE

One key distinction between the U.S. transition
to Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) leadership in 2007-
2008 and this “Responsible Transition” strategy
in Afghanistan is the state of the insurgency in
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Unlike many of the major wars
the United States has fought
over the last century, the war in
Afghanistan is unlikely to have
a well-defined end with clear

winners and losers.
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each country. In Iraq, one could argue that the
insurgency was broken before the military lead
was turned over from U.S. forces to the ISF. In

the next few years in Afghanistan, it seems far

less likely that the same conditions will hold true

- particularly given the Taliban’s external sanctu-
ary in Pakistan. Thus, the ANSF may find itself

in heavy fighting with the Taliban, the outcome

of which cannot be judged at this time. If, how-
ever, the ANSF proved unable to confront this
threat — even with U.S. advisers and their powerful
enablers - the security situation for remaining U.S.
forces executing their drawdown or, later, those in
residual force mode could become untenable.

This situation would present the United States with
perhaps its most difficult dilemma. If this were to
occur, the United States should take two steps to
mitigate ANSF failure. First and most important,
Pakistan should be given an unequivocal démarche
that insists on Pakistani action to stop the Taliban
effort or face U.S. direct intervention against
Taliban sanctuaries and other associated terrorist
targets inside Pakistan. Second, as is the case today,
the United States should not hesitate to employ

the full array of its precision firepower to destroy
Taliban forces on the offensive attempting to over-
run U.S. or ANSF outposts. Ultimately, however,
the United States will have to decide if its military
footprint in Afghanistan is tenable with an ANSF
unable to match the Taliban. The ultimate fallback
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option in the event of this development might

be basing the core elements of the residual force

in northern Afghanistan locations well beyond
the effective reach of substantial Taliban forces.
Even in the most pessimistic scenarios, the ethnic
alignment in northern Afghanistan will make
that part of the country unsustainable for Taliban
encroachment, especially in the face of residual
U.S. and Afghan military capabilities. Robust base
infrastructure exists today near Mazar-e-Sharif
that could accommodate residual U.S. force basing
and sustained CT missions under this worst-case
“retrenchment and enclave” scenario.

Success and Endgame

Unlike many of the major wars the United States
has fought over the last century, the war in
Afghanistan is unlikely to have a well-defined end
with clear winners and losers. The long-term resid-
ual U.S. force presence is also not likely to be large
or to operate under largely peaceful conditions.
One of the legacies of the September 11th attacks
will be a long-term U.S. presence in Afghanistan.
The citizens of the United States realize that

the post-September 11th world demands some
Americans - most often intelligence operatives and
Special Operations Forces - to be engaged in wars
fought in the shadows from remote corners of the
globe. The effective protection of the United States
from those who would do it grave harm demands
no less a price - a vigilance that proactively works
to contain, disrupt and dismember terrorist
organizations that target the United States and its
citizens around the globe.



VII. THE RESIDUAL FORCE

U.S. military forces in Afghanistan will dramati-
cally change in size, composition and mission by
mid-2014. In contrast with today’s mission, with
tens of thousands of GPFs conducting a nationwide
counterinsurgency effort, the military command
will shift to an unconventional warfare-centric
force organized to fight a sustained irregular war
leveraging asymmetric means.”” This mission will
be organized into a clandestine element led by
U.S. and allied intelligence operatives (not detailed
in this report); a special operations component
focused on strikes and “kill/capture” raids as well
as raising, advising and, where needed, leading
locally recruited security and strike forces; infor-
mation and civil military support; and a much
smaller conventional force dedicated to training
and advising the Afghan National Army (ANA)
and a select gendarmerie-style police force.*°
Owing to its unique unconventional nature,

this force should habitually be commanded by

a three-star military officer with extensive SOF
background.

Force Composition

The U.S. components of this new unconventional
task force with supporting enablers will eventu-
ally comprise 25,000-35,000 troops arrayed across
a diverse set of military capabilities. NATO and
coalition nations are expected to contribute up

to an additional 5,000-10,000 trainers and SOF.
After fully transitioning in 2014, the recommended
residual force will require U.S. military expendi-
tures in Afghanistan closer to approximately 25-30
billion dollars per year — roughly 75 percent less
than the Department of Defense will spend dur-
ing fiscal year 2011 - according to Congressional
Budget Office projections.*

Command and Control: Today’s multi-layered
headquarters structures will be largely elimi-
nated and turned over to Afghan leadership. The
overall HQ must remain in Kabul and will likely

transition from a NATO HQ to a U.S.-led coali-
tion linked closely to the U.S. embassy. During
the early phases, it would host two subordinate
headquarters of much-reduced size. The first will
have a training mission derived from a down-
sized NATO Training Mission-Afghanistan
dedicated to sustained (if limited) oversight of
ANSEF training. This training HQ will eventu-
ally be eliminated and turned over to Afghan
control. A second operational HQ will be built
as Joint Task Force Irregular Warfare (JTFIW)
based on the model of an unconventional warfare
task force.®® This JTFIW will eventually become
the senior HQ for the U.S. coalition effort in
Afghanistan during the final phase of the transi-
tion in 2014.

Special Operations Forces: The phased transi-
tion will create even greater demands for U.S.
SOF, in numbers and duration. In many ways,
this will become a SOF-led unconventional
conflict - and by 2014, U.S residual forces will
be partnered with a much stronger ANSF, and
face a weakened Taliban and a weaker AQAM in
Afghanistan.®* U.S. SOF requirements will center
around one (reinforced) or two regular Special
Forces (SF) Groups comprising six battalions
and able to deploy up to 60 SF 12-man “Alpha
detachments.” This substantial force represents
nearly 20 percent of operational SF teams world-
wide and will place a long-term demand on this
force, both active and reserve. Their role would
include sustaining raid operations focused on
hunting insurgent groups, but now be expanded
to unconventional warfare tasks centered around
raising, training and, where needed, leading
local Afghan security forces that will serve as
adjuncts to the ANSEF, particularly in remote
areas along the border and in mountainous
regions of the south and east. These local forces
will serve both area security and offensive roles
to fight Taliban in regions often inaccessible to
ANSF or NATO forces today.
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Joint Task Force Irregular Warfare (UWTF)
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The ability to place a SOF-led or SOF-centric JTF on the ground for command of a theater campaign when SOF
competencies - such as in addressing irregular threats and challenges - are central to mission accomplishmentpro-
vides the nation enhanced flexibility in operating across today’s security landscape.”

Other SOF comprising special mission units
and their associated forces will continue to
play robust sustained roles of similar scope and
reach as their current efforts. These units have
the primary “direct action” or strike/raid role
focused on killing and capturing key enemy
leaders and destroying their organizational
infrastructure.

General Purpose Forces: The bulk of the phased
transition force drawdown will be accomplished
by the reduction of both GPF that today perform
direct clear, hold and build COIN tasks and their
logistical support structures. Residual GPF will
be devoted to two to three battalion-sized QRFs, a
brigade (minus) as theater reserve, and an initially
extensive corps of advisers devoted to mentoring
ANSF in the field.*® The United States will seek to
replace most if not all U.S. forces engaged in the
basic training of ANSF in garrison with NATO
residual forces, Afghan trainers and, if necessary,
contracted instructors.

Enablers: Key U.S. capabilities will remain in
Afghanistan and offshore to support U.S. forces
and their Afghan counterparts in the sustained
unconventional war to follow. The United States
will maintain a reinforced combat aviation brigade
based at Bagram, Kandahar and selected large
forward operating bases (FOBs). This helicopter
brigade will deploy the full range of attack, scout,
lift and medical evacuation aircraft essential in

the support of dispersed forces. Special opera-
tions aviation components will also remain as key
components to the SOF forces which, along with
the Afghan National Army, will be the primary
“customers” of all aviation resources in country.
The U.S. Air Force will maintain an extensive
array of unmanned drones and intelligence assets,
as well as limited fighter/attack aircraft to fully
resource the demands of the Residual Force and its
ANA counterparts. Some USAF capabilities may
be based in nearby countries, as is the case today.
When feasible, “reachback” intelligence capabilities
from beyond the theater will also be leveraged.



Basing

In implementing “Responsible Transition,” the
United States will move away from an expansive
array of bases across Afghanistan — some newly
built in 2009-2010 - into a core set of sustainable
installations capable of supporting a prolonged low
level of unconventional war. This footprint will
mirror the limited U.S. basing footprint of 2005,
supporting a then-20,000 soldier U.S. presence.
Bagram airfield (BAF) will revert to the principal
U.S. base in Afghanistan, although base “owner-
ship” would gradually transition to the ANSF. This
airfield would be the primary base for U.S. air assets
remaining in support of unconventional warfare
operations and include attack and lift helicopters,
medevac and drones. Kandahar airfield will be
fully operated by the ANSF while hosting a limited
number of U.S. enablers, including similar outlays of
drones and aviation assets. The wide range of other
bases across the country will transition in deliber-
ate fashion to ANA ownership or be closed down

as appropriate. U.S. residual forces — especially SOF
and advisers — will continue to operate with their
Afghan counterparts from many of these bases

to maintain pressure on the enemy and remain
“plugged in” to intelligence sources. Smaller bases in
the east and south will continue to operate as FOBs
that will be owned by ANSF, advised by Americans,
with integrated SOF unconventional warfare units.
The reach of these small bases across the length of
the contested border region will implant long-term
access to intelligence and security capabilities essen-
tial to prosecuting a low-level conflict of extended
duration. No one should expect al Qaeda and its
most committed allies to quit the field and fold up
their operations under any conceivable scenario.

U.S. Enablers

U.S. enablers - drones, attack and support heli-
copter and fixed-wing aircraft, intelligence staff,
logistics and medical assets — will remain in
position at selected bases within Afghanistan

to provide high-end asymmetrical response

Al Qaeda and its hard core of
allies will never be “negotiated
off the battlefield.” Bluntly
speaking, they must be
destroyed.

capabilities to U.S. unconventional warriors

and their Afghan counterparts. This effort will
support a sustained special operations mission
aimed at long-term disruption of an intractable
extremist threat. U.S.-sponsored irregular forces
and their intelligence agents would have unfet-
tered reach across the region in partnership with
neighboring nations where possible and acting
independently when U.S interests demand it. Al
Qaeda and its hard core of allies will never be
“negotiated off the battlefield.” Bluntly speaking,
they must be destroyed.
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VIIl. CONCLUSION

Establishing a hard and fast timeline for imple-
menting a new strategy in Afghanistan is less
important than securing vital U.S. national inter-
ests. Today, ambiguity regarding ultimate U.S.
plans leaves key players uncertain, driving them
toward making worst-case assessments or hedg-
ing their bets. When making decisions, actors in
the region ask: “What will this decision look like
the day after the Americans are gone?” This deep
uncertainty undercuts the ability of the United
States to build relationships of trust with Afghans
and Pakistanis alike, and it feeds the insurgent
narrative that “the Americans may have all the
wristwatches, but we have all the time.” It under-
mines U.S. interests. And in the aftermath of a
major increase of U.S. troops over the past two
years, serious doubts remain over whether this
massive conventional presence in Afghanistan has
any salient effect on the efforts of al Qaeda based
largely next door in Pakistan.

After more than nine years at war, an indefinite
troop presence of nearly 140,000 in Afghanistan in
the midst of a staggering global debt and financial
crisis is neither supported by NATO publics nor

a sound strategy choice given an unruly world

of disparate threats. In an era of shifting threats
and fewer resources, the large-scale military and
financial commitment to fighting the Taliban

in Afghanistan while al Qaeda finds shelter in
Pakistan no longer passes the “common sense test”
for many Americans. NATO troop-contributing
nations, too, are primed to move responsibly but
expeditiously to a much-reduced commitment. The
November 2010 Lisbon conference began to lay out
that timeline.

In this context, we propose the most responsible
next steps given unattractive circumstances.
Our recommended strategy builds on President
Obama’s December 2009 speech and subsequent
policy choices.

Securing U.S. Interests in Afghanistan Beyond 2011

There is no guarantee of success. Nonetheless,
walking away from this region - as the United
States did in the 1990s - is an option that holds
too great a risk for the United States and its
NATO allies. The global core of al Qaeda cen-
tral remains in the Afghan-Pakistan border
area. Leaving the region entirely would remove
the strong pressure that has severely limited al
Qaeda’s success in recent years. That outcome can
be achieved in ways that more carefully conserve
U.S. and allied resources, most especially lives.

Al Qaeda, the perpetrators of the September
11th attacks, remains a tenacious and resilient
enemy that continues to threaten U.S. lives and
interests, as well as the lives and interests of
friends and allies around the world. The United
States has no choice but to stiffen its resolve
and disrupt, dismantle and defeat this shadowy
network. The United States and its allies also
must continue to take the war to the enemy. The
proposed “Responsible Transition” allows the
United States to focus its resources on counter-
ing transnational terrorist groups based in the
Afghanistan and Pakistan region while secur-
ing vital national interests. It also firmly assigns
responsibility to the ANSF, backed by U.S.
capabilities, for the continued fight against the
Taliban, an enemy that most directly threatens
the Afghan people and their nation.

While the United States and its allies will surely
endure political squabbling over the trajectory
of this transition, the Afghan people will face

a much more serious outcome - the prospect

of more years of war, in addition to the three
decades they have already endured. For the first
time, though, not only will the duration of the
international commitment be clearer, but the
Afghan people will be carefully and deliberately
given direct responsibility and ownership of
this fight for their future. Afghanistan remains
their nation to win or lose — and 30,000 Taliban
cannot dictate the future of 30 million Afghans



if the people of Afghanistan commit to winning
this battle.®®

For the United States and its allies, with the July
2011 marker looming on the calendar, it is time to
firmly commit to what will come next. The future
steps must reflect both a changing global context
for the United States and its allies in the wake of
the global financial crisis, but also recognize the
essential requirement for an enduring and thus
sustainable commitment to the region surrounding
the Hindu Kush. This strategy does so.

It is time to rebalance U.S. priorities and reshape
U.S. options with a view toward both the real
threats to the United States and the growing

set of challenges it faces. Implementing a new
phase of the Obama administration’s strategy
over the 24-36 months commencing in July 2011
establishes a responsible path from the current
resource-intensive military operation to a sus-
tainable, longer-term unconventional one that is
focused on protecting the United States, its citi-
zens and its allies. To prevail in this war against
an enemy that has adapted significantly since the
September 11th attacks, the United States and

its allies must tailor their methods and adapt

in ways that leverage strengths while reducing
and protecting against vulnerabilities. Moving
responsibly toward a sustainable unconventional
warfare strategy focused on the most dangerous
enemies of the United States is the right decision
at the right time.
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