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STEPHANIE SANOK:  Before we begin if I could just ask everyone to turn their 

electronic devices to “stun” or silent, I would appreciate it.  And as you’ve undoubtedly noticed, 
there are cameras in the back of the room, so this is on the record and I appreciate your patience 
as we get rolling.   

 
Good morning and welcome to CSIS.  It is my honor and privilege to introduce to you 

Major General Nick Carter – I see something has now been turned to silent – who was until 
recently, the commander of Regional Command South, the ISAF command in Afghanistan, 
headquartered out of Kandahar.   

 
In January 2009, General Carter took command of the 6th United Kingdom Division with 

responsibility for training forces deploying on Operation Herrick, which is the codename for all 
British ops in Afghanistan.  In November of last year, that division became a combined joint 
taskforce with the general assuming command of RC South.   

 
General Carter is visiting Washington to meet with various administrations, legislative 

and military officials to discuss his unique perspective on this active area of operations.  
According to the Department of Defense’s latest report on stability and security in Afghanistan, 
over 90 percent of all kinetic activity in Afghanistan occurs in just three of the six regional 
commands:  south, southwest and east.   

 
Overall, kinetic events have increased steadily throughout 2010, and figures indicated 

that RC South ranks third-highest in overall events and second in improvised explosive devices.  
I’m sure he has quite a bit to say about the operational environment but of course his command’s 
efforts have also looked at other elements of counterinsurgency ranging from governance to 
economic development, essential services and the like.   

 
The general’s latest assignment surely reflects the confidence and trust that Her Majesty’s 

government places in him.  And his CV reads like a study of a national security professional, not 
just a military one.  Before heading to Afghanistan, General Carter served as the director of army 
resources and plans in the Ministry of Defence.  He commanded an armoured brigade in 
Germany and deployed to the Basra area of Iraq; he wrote the Collective Training Study while at 
Headquarters Land Command, participated in a cross-government Iraq planning unit within the 
foreign office before and during the Iraq invasion and was the director of plans of the U.S.-led 
Combined Joint Taskforce 180 in Afghanistan.   

 
This is all in addition to his years of professional military education and his command in 

service in Bosnia, Kosovo, Northern Ireland, Cyprus and Germany.  It is truly my pleasure to 
welcome General Carter to CSIS as he shares with us his experiences in southern Afghanistan 
and perhaps a few recommendations about a realistic way forward there.  Sir? 

 



MAJOR GENERAL NICK CARTER:  Thank you for those – those kind words.  And it’s 
a great honor and privilege to be here with you this morning.  What I thought I would do is just 
to, sort of, make a few opening remarks and maybe tee up some areas that you might want to ask 
me questions about.  I think what I would do, to begin with, is to give you a sense that things 
have changed during the course of the year at here in Regional Command South and I think that 
some of those changes, as General Petraeus would say, reflect the fact that the “inputs” are in a 
much better place than they probably were a year ago.   

 
That, of course, reflects the fact there’s been a huge uplift in resources.  You’ve seen an 

additional 10(,000) to 15,000 troops come into Helmand and you’ve seen a similar number come 
into the Kandahar area and also Uruzgan.  But I think the thing that has changed most in my time 
is the numbers of Afghan security forces that have uplifted.  When I first arrived in Helmand 
there was only a weak Afghan National Army brigade; there are now three Afghan National 
Army brigades in Helmand.  Similarly, Kandahar:  There was one weak brigade and there’s now 
nearly three Afghan National Army brigades.   

 
What’s also happened is that a great deal of effort has gone into the police force and the 

tashkil – that’s how they describe the numbers their allowed on their money document – has 
increased by between 20 and 30 percent in Kandahar but also in Helmand.  We see additional 
Afghan National Civil Order Police rolled out in Kandahar and Helmand so we now have a 
brigade in Helmand and in Kandahar, that’s the gendarmerie equivalent.   

 
Now, of course, it’s about capability as well, but in terms of numbers, this uplift has 

meant, I think, that we’ve got the chance now to have the right force densities applied to the two 
key population centers, which are central Helmand, around 750,000 people and in Kandahar and 
its rural environs, where around 1.25 million people live, which is about two-thirds of the 
population of the southern area of Afghanistan.  So, the force densities are in a much better 
place.   

 
We also now find ourselves in a place where we can actually talk to each other.  When I 

arrived as commander of Regional Command South, I had five telephones on my desk to talk to 
my five taskforces.  One, now, has one system which we can use to communicate and manage 
data on, which is a huge blow for freedom.  We’ve got many more civilians now; we don’t have 
enough but we have civilians that are able to furnish the district support teams which are critical 
to the development of governance in southern Afghanistan.   

 
We have a better command and control laid down; we have, now, BCTs applied to 

Kandahar city, which we didn’t before.  We now have Helmand divided into three brigade 
sectors, which we didn’t have before.  And command and control is a capability because it’s 
about partnering Afghans and if you can lay that down on the ground in the right way, so that 
changes things.   

 
But I think the thing that has changed most over the course of the last year to 18 months 

is our approach, and I think much goes General McChrystal for the way in which he pursued this 
when he arrived there in July, August of last year.   

 



I think our sense of population-centric counterinsurgencies applied on the ground in 
Afghanistan is now much better than it was.  We now, I think, have a better understanding of our 
opponent.  We recognize that there are people who fight with the Taliban rather than for the 
Taliban, a very important distinction because if you’re seeking to defeat your opponent you need 
to understand the motivation behind him.   

 
I think we also understand that this is a lot less about tribal dynamics in the south and it’s 

much more about patron-client relationships.  We understand how the powerbrokers fit into this 
and I think we have a better system for how we might manage and deal with the machinations of 
the powerbrokers which are a key political aspect in terms of how we take the thing forward in 
the south.   

 
I think we also understand that we do need to listen to Afghans because, actually, this is 

ultimately, and there’s a great T.E. Lawrence quote which you’ll all be familiar with which 
describes the approach that he adopted in Arabia many years ago.  But if you listen to Afghans 
they will often come up with a solution which will be a more enduring and sustainable solution 
than one that perhaps we might come up with and I think that’s very important as we push 
forward with partnership.  

 
And embedded partnership is another theme, I think, that General McChrystal was 

entirely right to push forward here – recognizing, of course, that partnership is a means to an end 
and not an end in itself.  But our relationship with Afghans and the security force piece and in the 
governance piece is now much better applied on the ground than it was 18 months ago.   

 
I think we also understand now, much better, that counterinsurgency is absolutely about 

politics.  It’s about an argument between what the government is trying to push forward and 
what the insurgent is trying to push forward for the minds of people and that is very, very 
relevant at every level in Afghanistan.  And I think we now understand that a lot of the problems 
that happened at the district level in Afghanistan can be solved by a conversation in the shaping 
phase of that paradigm “shape, clear, hold, build” rather than some sort of kinetic option.   

 
We understand, absolutely, that collateral damage and the killing of civilians is going to 

be entirely counterproductive and, indeed, it’s going to motivate many people to join the 
insurgency.  We have a much better understanding I think, now, of the causes of the insurgency 
and the extent to which abusive power and corruption at the low level is hurting and is turning 
people to the insurgency.   

 
I think we have a much better understanding about some of the rule-of-law issues.  The 

fact that land tenure is a big issue for most Afghans and that they’ve got no real confidence that 
much of their land is going to be theirs come the day after tomorrow.   

 
And I think we also, now, need to turn our mind to what transition will look like.  And to 

my mind, that absolutely comes back to the point I made a moment ago about the relationship 
between Afghans making decisions and Afghans being empowered to make those decisions 
because what sort of Afghanistan they want at the end of all of this has got to be what we aim at.  
And whether northern Helmand will ever have any form of central-governance solution in the 



longer term or not I think is something that we need to think about and we need to encourage the 
Afghans to form a view on because that will have a key bearing on how much combat power is 
left behind and the pace at which we transition places like northern Helmand to the Afghans.  

 
Now, we shouldn’t necessarily assume that because Helmand and Kandahar are really 

difficult at the moment that means they’ll be the last places to transition.  Actually, we should 
think through quite carefully about what Afghan right might look like and whether we are, of 
course, part of the problem as well, and that by looking at it in a slightly more lateral way, with 
Afghans getting their minds around it, we might advance the thing more quickly.  I don’t know, 
but I think this is a key area where the Afghans need to be involved in the debate and they need 
to be thinking through what it’s going to look like.   

 
So I think if I was going to pull out some enduring themes from my year in Afghanistan 

and the year thinking about it beforehand, it’s understanding population-centric 
counterinsurgency; it’s the centrality of influence, the fact that in counterinsurgency campaigns 
violence will be used from one moment to the next, but it should only ever be used in support of 
an idea.  It’s understanding that this is essentially a political problem; it’s understanding the 
importance of partnership and the fact that partnership is a means to an end and not an end in 
itself.  At last, thinking through to the end and wondering what Afghanistan might look like and 
then planning from that end back to the beginning.   

 
So I think those are my themes which I hope might prompt some discussion and some 

thoughts.  I’m very happy to hand it over to the moderator.   
 
MS. SANOK:  Sir, thank you.  Before we turn it over to the floor for questions – and 

we’ll have quite a bit of time to – for you to pose your questions to the general – I have a few 
questions, myself, if I may begin?   

 
MAJ. GEN. CARTER:  What’s the convention?  Are you allowed to sit down or do you 

have to stand up?   
 
MS. SANOK:  Well, please, actually sit.   
 
MAJ. GEN. CARTER:  Thank you.  Great. 
 
MS. SANOK:  Sir, you mentioned two of your themes.  One was the population-centric 

underpinnings of counterinsurgency strategy and you also mentioned politics.  And I can only 
think back two weeks ago when President Karzai of Afghanistan talked about operational tempo 
and night raids.  And there was a bit of discussion within the press and within the U.S. 
government that talked about the utility of night raids and the impact not only on Afghanistan’s 
politicians but also the feeling that people take towards coalition forces.   

 
Could you talk a little bit about how in your command you approached the uptick in 

terms of military operations and how you engaged the local population to explain what was 
going on? 

 



MAJ. GEN. CARTER:  Yes.  I mean, it is no secret that the level of Special Forces 
operations and the quantity of low-level and medium-level Taliban leaders are being taken off 
the battlefield has gone up during the course of the last three to six months and it’s having an 
effect.   

 
I mean, one of the things I think has happened is that we’ve – and I term – use the term 

guardedly – we’ve squeezed the insurgency out of a lot of the green spaces that existed in central 
Helmand and around the city of Kandahar.  And that squeezing has been as a result of those 
operations.  It’s also been as a result of our spreading partnered-coalition effect out into the 
population who live in those areas and asserting government authority over them.   

 
Now, there is still an insurgency that is around and is alive in these areas but it is much 

harder now for them to get after the population in the way that they have done before, so they’ve 
been squeezed out of these green spaces – particularly in the river valleys.   

 
Now, I think that in terms of the notion of night raids, I think the view that we always 

took in RC South was that if it was possible for the same effect to be achieved through a soft 
knock in daylight hours with Afghans there then that was often the – that was the right way to do 
it.  And if it was going to be a night raid then there needed be a very good reason why you did at 
night because we need to understand that the notion of a night raid goes right to the heart of 
Afghan culture because, of course, what you’re effectively doing by banging on the door in the 
middle of the night is you’re going into areas which are very private and where their women and 
children are likely to be.  And therefore you are inevitably going to upset them, so there needs to 
be an extremely good reason why you do it after dark in the way that, I think, President Karzai 
argued when he put this out two or three weeks ago.   

 
So you’ve got to weigh up on each – each time you do want to do this and what the 

strategy is.  And if the potential gain is going to be one that starts to squeeze the insurgency more 
and is going to be valuable in that sense then I believe that a night raid is probably justified but 
each one needs to be treated on its merits.  

 
And the second point I’d make about it is there is great merit in making sure that you 

share the fact that you want to do this with a provincial governor and you get the provincial 
governor onsite so that the consequence management that takes place after the night raid is 
managed in a way that it’s managed by Afghans and they’re not surprised by it.  So I think those 
would be the, sort of, two principles that I would apply to it.   

 
MS. SANOK:  Thank you.  My other question deals a bit with the comment that you 

made about the civilian presence of coalition forces not being what it should be yet in 
Afghanistan.  Could you talk a little bit about how military coalition forces view the gap in 
civilian forces, how the military may have – has been helping to fill that gap, and any 
recommendations that you might have to help mobilize civilian forces to go to Afghanistan? 

 
MAJ. GEN. CARTER:  Yes, I might– 
 
MS. SANOK:  Not an easy question, and I know.  (Chuckles.)   



 
MAJ. GEN. CARTER:  No, no, I know.  And easy for the military to look on it in the 

ways that it does at the moment.   
 
I mean, the fact of the matter is that if we’re going to make real progress in Afghanistan I 

think in the south it’s going to be made at the district level because I always judge success by the 
extent to which you can connect district governance to the population.   

 
Now, doing that sounds simple but it is really challenging to do because of the 30 years 

of chaos and the lack of freedom of movement and all of the problems of trust that you have 
between the population and its government.   

 
But in order to make it happen, one of the prerequisites is having a district support team 

working alongside the district governor in the district center who is able to help that district 
governor build up the trust with the population to encourage the elders to return to the villages, to 
create the Wakil (ph)-based system which bonds population to village leader to district center. 

 
And it probably doesn’t take a lot; maybe three or four civilians are able to be able to 

achieve this effect.  But by mentoring and providing that guidance and that direction to that 
district governor and by helping the population identify with that district governor you’re far 
more likely to get stability and you’re far more likely to get your security solutions to link 
together with governance to create that stability.   

 
Now, where we found ourselves, I think, was we had probably about five of our rural 

districts well-covered by DSTs and they were mixed in Kandahar – Canadian and American.  In 
Helmand they were mixed – British and American.  I think around Kandahar we could probably 
have dealt – we could have done with another three or four district support teams in other key 
districts which are unmanned and uncovered at the moment.   

 
But the bit that really mattered where we didn’t have nearly enough support was in the 

city where there are 10 municipal districts, and there is a municipal level with a mayor, and that 
was the area that fundamentally needed to be covered off by more civilians.   

 
Now, of course, in an ideal world, these civilians would also be Afghans rather than, of 

course, Americans or Canadians or Brits or whoever else it might be.  But at this particular stage 
we need more civilians of any cloth and color and background that we could possibly get to be 
able to try and make that key connection between that municipal and district level in the city and 
the people, and we haven’t got enough at the moment.   

 
How do we encourage them?  I mean, that’s really challenging.  I suppose at the end of 

the day we’re going to make the place slightly more secure as we do it.  And it’s going to be 
challenging with the demise of private-security companies and all of that aspect which people 
might want to explore – (chuckles) – in a moment.  But putting that to one side, I think that you 
have to make people realize that actually there’s something to be achieved here and it’s very 
rewarding when you get a district to begin to work effectively.   

 



And if you talk to the civilians who worked in Nad Ali, the district to the west of Lashkar 
Gah, they had an extremely rewarding experience effectively creating Afghan democracy in a 
district of 120,000 people.   

 
MS. SANOK:  Sir, thanks.  I’d now like to open the floor to questions.  Just some ground 

rules to begin with:  If you could state your name and your affiliation, if any, and then try to keep 
your comments brief and your question also brief.  Doug.   

 
Q:  Thank you.  Doug Brooks with the International Stability Operations Association.  

We actually represent a lot of the contractors.  But my question, in light of what you just 
mentioned about the security-contractors issue, what about NATO?  I mean, NATO seems to be 
weakening at this point and many NATO countries have pulled out or are pulling out.  Is the 
timetable – the advances that you’ve mentioned, are they going to be solidified before, 
essentially, the international support for the operation disappears?   

 
MAJ. GEN. CARTER:  Yes.  I mean, you wouldn’t expect me really to talk outside my 

lane as a regional commander, and of course, in terms of the nations who are in RC South.   
 
You know, the horizon that we were working to was fundamentally a six-month to a year 

out because that’s the sort of planning horizon for divisional-level operations.  And in that 
context, I don’t think we had any worries about people’s contribution or their timelines at all.  So 
I think, probably, you wouldn’t expect me to go any further than that.  (Chuckles.) 

 
MS. SANOK:  Sir?   
 
Q:  I wonder if I might follow up on one of Stephanie’s questions.  There’s a recent 

survey by ICOS of what’s been going on in the south, and at least indicates that Afghan 
perceptions of violence change radically to the extent that we actually provide lasting security 
and they become far more favorable to ISAF and to NATO, and I wondered how much that 
actually tracked with your experience. 

 
The second question is, you mentioned transition.  And in this most recent 1230 report 

we’re short something like 1700 trainers of which 900 are pledged and the figures indicate you 
had more partners in the south than were available in most of the country but that the Army had a 
much better supply of partners than the police.  And I wonder just how much this is going to 
impact on the ability to sustain what you’re doing and move toward this process of transition.   

 
MAJ. GEN. CARTER:  Yes.  I mean, I – first of all, I’m not sure in the south that – I 

think a lot of Afghans would rather be secured by Afghans and I think that’s very much the case 
if you go to places like Kandahar City.   

 
I mean, it’s interesting – when we started to take over RC South, you know, a little over a 

year ago, the advice that one got from the previous regime was, don’t go anywhere near 
Kandahar because the Afghans don’t want ISAF in Kandahar.  Well, of course that was not true 
at all.  What they actually wanted was they wanted a low profile and they wanted capacity being 
built in the city. 



 
But what is certainly the case is that the security that’s being provided in the city of 

Kandahar to 800,000 people now, with five MP companies partnering the Afghan police force, is 
much more Afghan.  It’s probably four Afghans to one of ours – maybe 5-to-1.  And I think that 
ratio respected the police, and the city is probably not a bad place to be. 

 
I think that as you look towards transition, in the south particularly, it will be the police 

force that will be the institution that will provide the wherewithal to be able to transition it 
effectively for two reasons.  First of all, the Afghan army is probably only 5 percent southern 
Pashtun in terms of its recruits in the south of Afghanistan.  Certainly it’s representative of 
Pashtuns generally across Afghanistan, and there’s probably 40 percent of Pashtuns in it.  But in 
terms of southern Pashtuns it’s probably only 5 percent recruited from the south. 

 
And that has a bearing in terms of their motivation to protecting a population and 

conducting population-centric counterinsurgency.  Now, we’re doing better at recruiting southern 
Pashtuns, but it’s a very slow and laborious process.  And it’s entirely determined by the level of 
security you provide to their families in those areas from which you want to recruit them. 

 
The police, on the other hand, are going to be the visible face in government, closest to 

the population in – for the future.  And the challenge we have, I think, is that we’ve got to start 
swinging the pendulum, in partnering terms, towards the police from the Afghan National Army.  
And I think that increasingly what needs to happen is that we need to go from 1-to-1 partnering, 
which is the case in a district like Zhari where Task Force Strike  is partnered with each of the 
ANA kandaks on a battalion basis to a kandaks basis increasingly towards then swinging their 
effort towards the policemen and about building the capacity of the police force to begin to do 
the business in support of and direct protection of the population. 

 
I think we need to be careful about what sort of police force we’re describing this to be.  

They are really no more than security guards, and I don’t think we should have any expectation 
that they’re going to be much more than that for a long time to come.   

 
And we do need to put a lot of effort, I think, into the leadership because the challenge 

you have in Afghanistan with the police force is that individual policemen tend to be loyal to 
powerful individuals rather than to the institution as a whole.  So typically, a policeman working 
in District 6 in Kandahar City is going to be loyal in the first instance to a powerbroker, probably 
Ahmad Wali Karzai, than he is to the chief of police locally. 

 
And again, that understanding and that realization that what you’ve got to try and do is to 

win that loyalty over to the institution from the powerbroker is something that you need to be 
doing in terms of that capacity-building and that partnership you were doing on the ground. 

 
So that’s a rather a waffly answer to your question, but your question belies a lot of rather 

complicated issues which I think we have a better understanding of now.  But we need to be 
realistic as we head towards transition – that it’s going to be the police force that’s where we 
really need to put our effort in the south if we’re genuinely going to make people feel secure. 

 



Encouraging anecdote for you:  In the last – my last eight weeks there, so the months of 
September, October, 80 percent of the IED events in Kandahar were hand-ins by the population 
to the Afghan national police – of IEDs.  That tells you, first of all, that they’ve got more 
confidence in their police force than they’ve had before.  It also tells you they’re less intimidated. 

 
And of course, it’s understanding those sorts of measurements of effect, as you know far 

better than I, are the ones that are going to tell you that this thing might not be working. 
 
MS. SANOK:  Sir, in your remarks you touched briefly on the issue of rule of law.  And 

as we’ve come to know over the last few years, rule of law is a variety of issues – it’s an entire of 
basket – whether it’s judicial reform or a detention operations or, as you mentioned, policing. 

 
If you could talk a little bit about, in your experience in your more than a year in that 

region – how far has rule of law come in terms of being able to apprehend the right people, 
forensic evidence and the interplay between what Western countries tend to think of as rule of 
law and the Afghan application of those legal norms? 

 
GEN. CARTER:  The answer is that it hasn’t come very far at all.  I think that the input’s 

slightly better.  I think that Task Force 435 has had an impact on this.  I think the creation of rule 
of law centers will make an impact.  In the south, in Kandahar Sarposa Prison is going to be 
turned into a rule of law center.  And it is our sense that that will deal with a lot of the political 
prison – a lot of the political problem. 

 
But in terms of the wider issue we should bear no doubt that it is still entirely subject to 

corruption and abuse of power and that there are no Afghans, I think, who feel any confidence in 
the system of redress at all in the south as far as I can see.  That said, some prosecutors are being 
trained.  And in Arghandab, a district to the north of Kandahar City, there is a prosecutor at 
work.  And there are other prosecutors being fielded in places like Zhari and Panjwai, to the 
west. 

 
And I think that experiments, pilot schemes, with trying to reinforce traditional systems 

in places like Arghandab and Zhari using these prosecutors as potentially the backbone to that 
may bear some fruit.  But ultimately I think it will be a long time before one’s in a position to say 
with some confidence that the structures, the systems that are needed in pure rule of law terms in 
a place like Kandahar are in place to give the Afghans confidence, particularly on the land tenure 
side.   

 
I mean, we should be in no doubt that the director of the Kadastra (ph) who’s the man 

who is responsible for looking after land tenure and land rights in Kandahar City is undoubtedly 
motivated by who’s going to pay the most money to ensure that the property’s properly 
registered. 

 
And then of course all of that can be trumped by what might happen up in Kabul.  And 

trying to provide a system which provides people with the confidence they need is going to take 
a while to achieve. 

 



Q:  Sir, Lieutenant Colonel Sullivan, the military fellow here at CSIS. 
 
Sir, for years in Anbar, the al-Qaida in Iraq murder-and-intimidation campaign were one 

of the biggest stumbling blocks we had that sort of undermined our population-centric approach 
to counterinsurgency.  I know that’s been an issue in the Pashtun heartland in Afghanistan.  To 
what extent does it remain an issue and how well have we done getting after that problem? 

 
GEN. CARTER:  You mean specifically al-Qaida?  Or – 
 
Q:  Both Taliban and al-Qaida and the effect it has both on local governance and the 

formulation of the police force for us, in particular.  Those guys are very vulnerable to that type 
of threat.  And it is a slow and painful process. 

 
GEN. CARTER:  Yes.  I mean, it’s a slow and painful process in southern Afghanistan as 

well.  I am – I think that – I think where the Taliban have been very clever is that they’ve 
appreciated that in the rural parts of Helmand and Kandahar and Uruzgan this is very much about 
villages and about communities.  And the way in which those villages and communities 
traditionally are led are through elders who glue the thing together, if you like.  And what the 
Taliban has done over the last five years is to get after the elders.  And certainly if you take a 
district like Arghandab, most of the elders have been either assassinated or intimidated out of the 
district and now live in the city. 

 
And that means that the population can be got at by the insurgent.  And they can provide 

their alternative governance and their alternative leadership which means that it’s very difficult 
for our institutions and our district governors to be able to bind those communities together. 

 
And what has to happen is that one needs to provide sufficient security.  And this is 

where the Afghan local police initiative does have a great deal of potential to persuade those 
elders to come back, to provide leadership to those communities and to negate that intimidation. 

 
So it is absolutely a feature of what happens in southern Afghanistan.  I think of course 

where they’ve also been clever is they entirely understand that governance capacity and human 
capacity is the long pole in the tent in terms of taking forward the campaign in southern 
Afghanistan.  So if they can get after government employees and intimidate and assassinate them 
as well, then that’s going to make our campaign very difficult to push forward. 

 
And they’ve done that reasonably successfully in Kandahar City.  And I forget the 

numbers but certainly there has been a campaign of assassination and intimidation waged 
throughout the last eight months in Kandahar which has been very difficult for us to prevent.  I 
think we’re getting better at it now because the police force is doing a better job.  But like 
everything Afghanistan, it’s very difficult to judge whether progress has been banked until you 
see it next summer.   

 
And I will say to people, you know, there’s been a good deal progress in the south during 

the course of the last eight or nine months but wait until next summer before you’re entirely 



confident that this is progress that has been banked because that’s when the insurgency 
traditionally goes on the offensive. 

 
Q:  General, my name is Larry Vasquez.  I’m a captain in the United States Navy and 

until this spring I was the commander of PRT Farah out west. 
 
You mentioned the lack of civilians before.  And I have to tell you, for a province of 

18,000 square kilometers and close to a million people, Farah had three civilians at the PRT 
level.  I’d like your views on the role of PRTs going forward – if they’re not adequately 
resourced, if we don’t have the proper number of civilians.  Do you see the role – first off, were 
you happy with the roles that you saw the PRTs – their performance – and what do you see as 
their role going forward?  Should they expand from small projects – building wells – to larger 
scopes of development? 

 
GEN. CARTER:  I think the key issue is thinking about what output we want.  And at the 

end of the day, I would still judge success in southern Afghanistan, and I think Farah is the same, 
as trying to connect governance to the population in a way that is productive.  And it’s got to be 
inclusive governance. 

 
So to my mind, at the district level it’s about DSTs that are trying to build the capacity to 

enable that connection to be made.  And at the provincial level it’s about PRTs which are trying 
to build capacity for that to happen as well. 

 
Now, I think that in terms of the amount of money that we wield in support of those 

outputs we also need to be a bit careful about how we apply it because I think it needs to be 
applied entirely with the view of connecting government population.  And that should be the 
only reason which we do it. 

 
It was always very striking to me, if you looked at a project that the UAE tried to do in 

Helmand to build a new road that was going to connect the Durai Junction on Highway 1 up to 
Sangeen.  And this was a project that, as an international, you could stand back and look at this 
and say, hey, it obviously makes sense to have a new road connecting Highway 1 to Sangeen.  
But of course it belied what of course the Afghans might want.  And of course what was going to 
happen as a result of this road was that the people who lived in Gereshk and Gereshk up to 
Sangeen might not have benefited from it. 

 
And of course as a result the Afghans didn’t ever really invest in this road.  And it 

became terribly difficult to get the road to move.  They’ve now got it to move.  But again, 
projects need to be done with Afghans in mind.  And you know this very well, having run a PRT 
Farah, I’m sure.  And I think therefore that we need to look at projects in two different areas.  
Some will be the major development projects which will make a difference, like the Kajaki Dam 
perhaps or bringing electricity to Kandahar or changing the irrigation system around Kandahar, 
which again are going to be big, long-term projects. 

 
But it’s the little stuff that really makes a difference.  And if you look at the process of 

bringing some sort of democratization to Nad Ali, for example, part of that process was about 



getting the district shura a budget.  And they reckoned that $250,000 was adequate money for 
that shura for a year in order to help that shura connect to its population. 

 
And that was money, probably, that was going to do very simple little things.  But it was 

money that was gave to facilitate that linking of the population to its government.  And I think if 
projects are done with that aspect in mind then I think they’re going to be ones that will be much 
more productive than perhaps things that we might regard as important but of course Afghans 
don’t necessarily regard as important. 

 
Does that help? 
 
Q:  Yes. 
 
GEN. CARTER:  Do you agree? 
 
Q:  I do.  I think $250,000 is not a lot of money if you can connect the people to the 

population.  But the provincial governor for Farah wanted three – focus on three priorities:  
water, electricity and roads.  And at the PRT level we could help to some extent, but all those 
projects are very, very expensive. 

 
So in my nine months on the ground, by the time I teed up a project in those three areas 

and went back and forth with the rationale for these projects, I never saw any of those projects.  
So I would have villagers come up to me and say, you’ve been here for nine or 10 years – what 
have you done?  I’ve got a well.  I need electricity.  I need schools. 

 
And it’s just a very, very slow process that at the PRT level sometimes you feel you’re 

not making any traction.  You’re not helping the locals because you just – your time there is so 
short.  Nine months seemed like a long time in some regards, but you just have a hard time 
making the impact that you really want to. 

 
MS. SANOK:  Gentleman in the back, please. 
 
Q:  Hi.  Alex Spillius, Washington correspondent for the Telegraph.  You probably saw 

the spokesman to Hamid Karzai blame the British for introducing this Taliban – (inaudible, off 
mic).  I wanted you to comment on that  – (inaudible, off mic). 

 
 GEN. CARTER:  Yes, I mean, you – the answer is that – in answer to your first question, 
I had nothing to do with that.  I’m not really in a position to comment on it.  In answer to your 
second question – I mean, the point I made about there are lots of people who fight with the 
Taliban rather than fight for the Taliban.   
 

I think this is an important distinction to make because if you also accept that 
counterinsurgencies are essentially political problems and they’re about an argument between the 
government and the insurgency for the minds of the population, it stands to reason that you’ve 
got to do a good deal of talking to people.  And therefore, on the basis of the term “reintegration” 
– which is the one that I think applies at the level we were at operating at – there was a great deal 



of talking going on between Afghans, to other Afghans, on a family or tribal-type basis to see 
where the people will be prepared to come and work with the government rather than against the 
government.   

 
And that goes on, on a daily basis.  I think one of the encouraging things was the creation 

of the High Peace Council because what that has done for the provincial level is it’s made 
provincial governors feel more confident that they’ve got the policy framework in which they 
can reach out to those who might wish to reintegrate. 

 
And as I was leaving southern Afghanistan, Governor Wesa – the governor of Kandahar 

– was creating a system and a structure whereby he could encourage outreach to those who might 
wish to come and be with the government rather than against it.  Now, nothing is going to 
happen overnight here.  You know, this is as long, slow, laborious process which is about 
building up trust.  And it’s about, essentially, making people feel secure enough to want to come 
forward and welcome that outreach. 

 
But my sense is that we understand that it’s necessary – and the Afghans are now running 

with it, and I hope it will reap some rewards over the course of the next year or so.   
 
Q:  (Off mic.) 
 
GEN. CARTER:  I mean, at the level at which I was operating at, where one would 

describe it as reintegration; it’s very much about “Afghans do it.”  Now, sometimes, of course, 
we can act as an honest broker.  And I very much saw my role –as a regional commander – as a – 
as a catalyst to get people to talk to each other, to try and break down those barriers that exist as 
a result of the lack of trust that’s built up over 30 years. 

 
So we have a part to play in all of that, to act as honest brokers and catalysts to get people 

to talk to each other.  But ultimately, it’s got to be Afghan political accommodations which 
prevail.  And therefore, this is about putting people in touch with each other.  And it’s about their 
lead in all of this.  And that’s what will make it successful at the end of the day. 

 
MS. SANOK:  Tony Cordesman?   
 
Q:  General, one of the key issues you had to deal with was Pakistan.  And I wonder if 

you could describe the level of cooperation that you got from them and how the situation in 
Pakistan affected the progress you faced in RC-South. 

 
GEN. CARTER:  Yes.  And I mean, we should be in no doubt that many of the insurgent 

leadership and its facilitation certainly takes place from across the border in Pakistan.  And of 
course, as we got better at denying the population to the insurgency, so it became necessary for 
the insurgency to operate in other places.  And of course, Pakistan provided it, therefore, with 
some sanctuary to be able to do that.   

 
Now, I used to see my opposite number in Quetta, General Javid Zia, on a regular basis.  

We’d see each other every three to four weeks.  We had each other’s mobile telephone numbers, 



and we used to speak to each other regularly.  And we cooperated.  Now, the key thing that I was 
always looking for with him was areas of mutual interest. 

 
And the things that our eyes settled on in terms of mutual interest were, first of all, the 

number of Afghan refugees that were still in Pakistan and how we could persuade the regional 
structure in Afghanistan to encourage some of these refugees to return to Afghanistan.  And we 
made some progress, but very small progress because it’s been a long time that these Afghan 
refugees have been in Pakistan. 

 
The second area where, of course, he was very interested was the extent to which there 

could be some sort of Baluch separatist movement operating in the sort of dark spaces in 
Afghanistan.  Now, I never personally saw any evidence of this.  But I could quite understand his 
sentiment.  And I thought it was encouraging that perhaps he began to realize that we shared a 
common problem in terms of the nature of insurgency as a whole and what it was doing both to 
Afghanistan and to Pakistan. 

 
The third area where we clearly had mutual interest was on the line of supply that comes 

up from Karachi through Quetta to the Weesh-Chaman border crossing and then up into 
Kandahar.  And he was very helpful in terms of making sure that our supply line worked well 
and that our convoys and trucks and all the other things had got through in the way that we 
wanted them to get through. 

 
And I never had any problem with any of that – with him at all.  And I think that – you 

know, we also had a pretty good understanding that he was concerned about stability in 
Baluchistan as a whole, and that we needed to be quite careful about how we potentially might 
have rocked that boat and undermine some of the challenges that he had.   

 
But in terms of taking forward something on a common basis, I think this is, you know, a 

work in progress.  And it will be some time, I suspect, before we completely resolve that issue. 
 
One of the things that was very successful – my last point to this – was the employment 

of a battlefield-surveillance brigade down on the border.  And we are now bringing much better 
control to the Weesh-Chaman border crossing point than we’ve had in the past.  We have a far 
better control over highway 4 – that road that runs through there – which is important given the 
quantities of ammonium nitrate that needs to come in to supply the IED campaign in the south.  
If you can bring better control to the crossing point there on highway 4, you’re going to reduce 
significantly the inflow.  

 
But it’s also about being able to affect what happens to left and to right of the border-

crossing point.  And the battlefield-surveillance brigade is giving us the wherewithal to be able to 
get after that in a way that we haven’t done before. 

 
So definitely an issue.  I always laugh when people describe the border as “porous.”  I 

mean, when I got there, it was entirely open.  So “porous” was rather a compliment.  And – but I 
think, you know, there is a relationship.  And now – and that relationship needs to be built on. 

 



MS. SANOK:  Sir. 
 
Q:  Paul Adams, from the BBC.  And what about another border – Iran?  I mean, there 

was a time, you know, a year, 18 months ago where quite a lot of comment was being made 
about Iran’s involvement in facilitating – having some kind of a relationship with the insurgency.  
It was never entirely clear – the nature of that relationship.  And I just wonder what the present 
picture looks like in terms of what Iran may or may not be doing to facilitate production of IEDs 
and the like. 

 
GEN. CARTER:  We never had, in my time there, any evidence of Iranian involvement 

in the insurgency at all.  Iran is important, particularly to Helmand because a lot of trade comes 
through Iran and into northern Helmand.  And there is a new road that’s being constructed from 
Zaranj of the Iranian-Nimruz border up to highway 1 – highway 9, it’s called, which is an 
important road – which has a good deal of Indian investment has gone into it.   

 
And that road definitely provides a trading route which will be helpful bringing stuff into 

Afghanistan, but also bringing a lot of – some of the fruit-stuffs out of Helmand and Kandahar in 
due course, which is important because of course, we need to open up new markets for the very 
important agriculture and fruit sector in southern Afghanistan. 

 
But in terms of the insurgency, I never saw any evidence in the year which I was there of 

Iranian involvement in that at all.  
 
Q:  Sir, in an – in answer to a previous question from several questions ago, you 

mentioned the word “corruption.”  And I wasn’t going to raise it until you did, so thank you for 
that.  But in your experience, what has been the impact of aid money from outside Afghanistan 
flowing into Afghanistan on the levels of corruption that you’ve seen? 

 
GEN. CARTER:  I think when one uses the term “corruption” – I suspect I also used it in 

conjunction with the term “abuse of power.”  Because I think one has to be very careful in what 
one means by corruption and at the degrees of corruption and – you know, in relative terms.   

 
It has been part of the system – in Central Asia and Afghanistan, in particular – for 

people to get their appointment often through paying a (bundle ?) to somebody to give them their 
appointment.  And that system – and that process is something that will take a while to change, if 
indeed, it ever does change.  And indeed, if you talk to Afghans about it, they will say, it is the 
system.  We don’t like it; we’d like to change it.  But at the moment, that’s what we’ve got. 

 
But in terms of money coming from the international community, I think that none of us 

realized, probably until relatively recently, the extent to which a very efficient logistic process – 
which is now almost completely contracted out – has led to a huge influx of money going to 
fairly selective areas in the Afghan economy. 

 
And to give an example, around a billion dollars, probably, goes out of Kandahar air base 

on an annual basis into the local economy.  That billion dollars probably only goes to two or 



three families.  And that’s very divisive because there are an awful lot of people who slightly 
wonder what the international community is doing through the way it is spending this money. 

 
And what we have to do is we have to come up with a system where we are far more 

inclusive in the way that we spend our money and that we, perhaps, educate and encourage other 
people to come forward and tender for these contracts.  And that’s a process of education, but it’s 
also a process of being slightly cleverer about how we do our contracting and understanding 
where the money is flowing to. 

 
And we spent a lot of time on that because it’s a fundamental cause of the insurgency, 

this lack of inclusivity and this sense of divisive spending of money.  And it’s also the case in 
terms of where aid goes.  And that is my point about money needing to be spent to connect the 
government to the population because, I think, all too often we were quick to spend money as a 
means to an end or an end in itself without necessarily understanding that actually we were 
probably pushing that money to a particular community or constituency and not to the greater 
benefit of everybody. 

 
And that’s why I think that money needs to be spent in small quantities – and wisely – to 

ensure that it’s genuinely going to the benefit of the majority rather than the minority – which all 
too often in the past, I think, there’s been a tendency for that to happen. 

 
MS. SANOK:  Thank you.  I think we have time for two more questions, if the general is 

willing.  First off, the gentleman in the back. 
 
Q:  General, as you know of today’s challenges – or today’s problems of insecurity in the 

south of Afghanistan, especially in Kandahar and Helmand province – this topic of division and 
narcotrafficking.  And as you know, according to the reports by the reputable Western medias 
like New York Times and Guardian.  Ahmed Wali Karzai – a younger half-brother of President 
Karzai – he is also involved in narcotrafficking in Afghanistan.  What’s your comment about 
this? 

 
GEN. CARTER:  Well, I’ll answer it in two parts.  First of all, show me the evidence 

underlying full-time for Ahmed Wali Karzai’s involvement in drug trafficking, and then I’ll 
listen to you.  Nobody’s ever showed me any evidence, and that’s a really important point. 

 
Second point I’d make about it is that we won’t sort out the problem of poppy and opium 

and all of that until we bring Afghan government authority to all the areas in which it is grown – 
because at the moment, if you’re an Afghan farmer, it’s really difficult because first of all, you 
don’t have freedom of movement to get your crops to market.  And therefore your inclination is 
probably to grow poppy because, of course, poppy is collected from your doorstep by a 
middleman.  And the risk is run by the middleman and the person who’s paying that middleman. 

 
The second point is that if you live in an area where there is no Afghan government 

authority, you’re almost certainly going to be under the authority of the insurgency.  And they 
will be encouraging – nay, intimidating you – into growing poppy because, of course, that goes 
to their war chest in terms of money.  So you don’t have much choice.   



 
The only way to solve that problem is for Afghan government authority and security to 

be provided to those farmers so that they can A, get their crops to market, and B, can grow the 
crop that they want to grow rather than the one they’re intimidated into growing. 

 
Now that is working in places like Nad Ali.  It will work in Marja next year.  It is 

working in Nawa.  It is working, to a degree, in Garmsir.  And it is working, to a degree, in 
Gerishk, in Helmand.  It will also work in Zhari and Panjwai, Dand and Daman and Arghandab 
during the course of the next year or so because we are bringing Afghan government authority 
and control to those areas. 

 
But where you don’t have Afghan government control, it’s very difficult to talk about 

adjusting anything in terms of poppy. 
 
MS. SANOK:  And our final question.  Down towards the end, please. 
 
Q:  Tet Miyabara, at GAO.  What conditions would you look to – look for – conditions or 

metrics you’d look for in terms of transition before you’d actually make – to start making 
transition in Helmand?  But particularly, if you could talk about conditions in all three lines of 
effort – governance, security and development? 

 
GEN. CARTER:  I mean, the key condition that I always looked for was whether my 

Afghan partners wanted to make the decision or whether I was having to encourage them to 
make the decision.  So if – in the case of Helmand, Governor Mangal invariably knew what he 
wanted to do.  And he would make the decision.  And one would support him in making that 
decision.  And so ultimately, it’s a degree – the degree of Afghan assertiveness is what I’m 
always looking for. 

 
Now that may sound rather strange, sitting, you know, in a room with people who are 

forever making their own decisions.  But actually, so much of this is about giving Afghans the 
courage to fly.  And there’s a great quote that Sarah Chayes has in her book, “The Punishment of 
Virtue,” where she talks about keeping a bird in a cage for many years.  And you open the cage 
door, and of course, the bird hasn’t got the courage to fly out of the cage. 

 
And so much of that is the case with Afghans.  Now, what I was always looking for – and 

one began to see it more and more during the course of the year I was there – was an Afghan 
preparedness to lead, to make decisions and do all of that.  And that, to my mind – it is probably 
the key metric.  Now of course, we can get into capacity and capability and all of those sorts of 
good things, as well. 

 
But actually, if you’ve got the desire to be in charge, then there’s a much better chance 

that you will actually get on and have the capacity to be able to deliver what needs to be 
delivered.   

 
MS. SANOK:  Sir, thank you so much for joining us here at CSIS.  And I appreciate not 

only your clear identification of themes – we didn’t touch upon all of them, we didn’t talk really 



about the centrality of influence or partnership as a means, not an end.  But I appreciate that your 
willingness to engage on a variety of topics.  And thank you so much, not only for your service, 
but for your appearance here today.  Thank you.   

 
GEN. CARTER:  Thank you.  (Applause.)  And can I say, it’s been a – it’s been a huge 

privilege this last year to have commanded quite so many U.S. Marines and U.S. troops.  It’s 
been a huge privilege.  And I’m very grateful at being have the chance to do so.  Thank you. 

 
(END) 
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