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President Obama’s State of the Union address did not totally forget Afghanistan. It instead 
passed quickly over the war with a few seconds worth of rhetorical flourish: 

Tonight, because of the extraordinary troops and civilians who risk and lay down their lives to keep us free, 
the United States is more secure. When I took office, nearly 180,000 Americans were serving in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Today, all our troops are out of Iraq. More than 60,000 of our troops have already come home 
from Afghanistan. With Afghan forces now in the lead for their own security, our troops have moved to a 
support role. Together with our allies, we will complete our mission there by the end of this year, and 
America's longest war will finally be over. (Applause.) 

After 2014, we will support a unified Afghanistan as it takes responsibility for its own future. 

If the Afghan government signs a security agreement that we have negotiated, a small force of Americans 
could remain in Afghanistan with NATO allies to carry out two narrow missions: training and assisting 
Afghan forces and counterterrorism operations to pursue any remnants of al-Qaida. For while our 
relationship with Afghanistan will change, one thing will not: our resolve that terrorists do not launch 
attacks against our country. (Applause.) 

The United States needs to address the war in far more depth, with far more honesty and 
transparency, and make hard decisions about the cost-benefits of staying in Afghanistan.  It also 
lacks the time to skim over it in a state of Panglossian indifference. The United States must be 
ready for the time almost all U.S. and allied forces leave Afghanistan at the end of 2014, and 
ready to deal with the economic consequences of major cuts in military spending and all forms of 
aid. 

This does not mean setting artificial deadlines. The Administration has already had enough 
problems in this regard. Before the President spoke, the Administration had said since late 2011 
that the United States needed quick Afghan agreement to a bilateral security agreement in order 
to plan for an effective transition in Afghanistan. The day after the State of the Union address, 
however, the Administration was giving background briefings indicating that the United States 
planned to keep enough troops in place so that it could still carry out an effective transition plan 
after the Afghan national election in April 2014. 

The fact remains, however, that time is running out to decide on what conditions the United 
States must set for staying, for shaping an integrated civil military plan that will allow the 
Administration to make a suitable FY2015 budget request to Congress, decide what facilities and 
service it needs to keep in Afghanistan, and plan personnel reduction in a way that ensures that 
the right people are there after most forces leave and Transition becomes a reality. 
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Equally important, the Obama Administration needs to make its case for staying based on a 
serious analysis of the cost-benefits and strategic value of its recommended plan –not repeat 
another round of strategic clichés and empty rhetoric. It needs to determine whether it has the 
Congressional and public support it needs. It needs to be sure key allies will join it. It needs to 
clearly communicate its conditions for staying to the Afghans. And, it needs to be ready to 
decide whether the Afghan election in April justifies the United States staying, and make it clear 
that the United States either gets the Afghan terms and support it needs or it will leave. 

No Transparency, No Meaningful Cost Estimates, and No Credible Plan 

So far, the Administration has failed dismally to publically prepare for any of these tasks. It also 
risks repeating the kind of endless rounds of debate and delay that it went through during the 
period before the “demi-surge” in 2009. While the Administration has not made any useful 
public statements, it is all too clear from talking to those involved that the Administration has run 
through so many possible plans for Transition that one general officer involved called the White 
House a “random options generator,” constantly tweaking plans for transitions without making 
real decisions and taking clear actions. 

The Administration has never even issued a public estimate of the cost of the war. The most that 
is available are figures for an Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) account whose past years 
include the cost of the Iraq War and War on Terrorism, and where Pentagon officials privately 
admit that that account has been used to get around budget cuts in the baseline budget. 

As for the future cost of U.S. military and civilian support to Afghanistan and the ANSF, the 
Department of Defense, department of state, and the White House have not made any meaningful 
public projections for the future. The Administration simply reports meaningless “placeholder” 
estimates for future OCO spending. 

Strategic Momentum and Sunk Costs are Not a Justification or a Strategy 

No U.S. official has stated a credible rationale for staying in Afghanistan after 2014, what the 
U.S. role will be, the size and function of a remaining U.S. presence, and the estimated time and 
costs involved. The most the Administration has provided is a series of leaks that talk about a 
zero option, a force of some 10,000 troops, and a possible counterinsurgency option that press 
reports put at some 1,000 to 3,000. 

These numbers are meaningless without an explanation of what the manpower is to do, what 
conditions will be set for keeping them, what costs are involved, and what the civil side of the 
U.S. presence is to be.  It is meaningless to talk about a “zero option” when “zero” means a 
massive embassy and consulate effort, dealing with a large backlog of appropriations from past 
years, hard decisions about the civilian intelligence effort that remains, and keeping a significant 
military presence in the form of some kind of Office of Military Cooperation. 

It is even worse to talk about a round figure like 10,000 totally out of context and occasionally 
leak figures that seem to have drifted down from around 3,000 to 1,000 for an undefined 
“counterterrorism” option. These totally involve serious choices about U.S. strategic interests, 
cost-benefits and risks, and prioritizing resources that are badly needed in other areas. 
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To begin with the strategic case for staying, it is not enough to use buzzwords like “terrorism,” 
and somehow link the Afghan War to every significant terrorist threat to the United States. It is 
all too clear that Afghanistan now has marginal strategic interest to the United States. It no 
longer is a meaningful center of international terrorism. Al Qaeda’s main fighting elements are 
now in the Middle East and Africa and Al Qaeda central is based in Pakistan. 

The United States only has marginal interests in Central Asia – whose geography makes it a 
natural zone of Russian and Chinese influence. Afghanistan will never be a center of meaningful 
economic interest to the United States, nor is it a natural U.S. trading partner.  Moreover, staying 
in the region gives the United States marginal influence at best in an area where Russia and 
China would otherwise have to compete in efforts to serve their own interests and try to bring 
stability. 

As for the role the United States now plays in fighting terrorism from Afghanistan, it is true that 
there is no other location that makes it easy to use drones to attack terrorists and insurgents in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. The problem is that at least some of the intelligence and military 
experts involved feel that these attacks already are at the point of diminishing returns. 

They have become the strategic equivalent of a game of whack-a-mole – every terrorist killed is 
quickly replaced – often by someone more extreme and increasingly in a way that weakened Al 
Qaeda central and empower other elements of al Qaeda and other Jihadists groups that are 
increasingly more independent movements and closer to the United States and its key allies. 

It is steadily less clear that there is a credible counterterrorism option in Afghanistan, and it is all 
too clear that there are higher priorities for using counterterrorism resources in the Gulf, Syria 
and Iraq, other parts of the Middle East, and North Africa. Every new U.S. attack produces more 
resistance in Afghanistan and Pakistan. No unclassified estimate of any of the options being put 
forth for U.S. forces after 2014 shows how that force can affect the problems created by Taliban 
and Haqqani sanctuaries in Pakistan. It is unclear that the United States will have the freedom of 
action to continue its drone campaign in either Afghanistan or Pakistan. 

Press reports indicate that the US has already virtually ended drone strikes in Pakistan as a result 
of negotiations between the White House and Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, who is seeking to 
negotiate some kind of settlement with the Pakistani Taliban.1 The Long War Journal reports that 
such strikes dropped from a peak of of 117 in 201`0 to 64 in 2011, 46 in 2012, and only 28 in 
2013 – almost all before Sharif took office.2 While some strikes seem to have hit senior Al 
Qaeda and Taliban leaders, it is far from clear that this had any lasting effect, or did not end in 
replacing them with even more hardline leaders and serving as an aid to recruiting and 
mobilizing anger towards the US.3  

It is also striking to see similar trend data on conventional close air support in Afghanistan. The 
CFAC commander reports that the US flew 34,514 close air support sorties in 2011, 28,768 in 
2012, and 21,785 in 2013, However, only a fraction of these ever used a weapon: 2,678 in 2011, 
1,9875 in 2012, and 1,407 in 2013; and number dropped per month went from 193 in January 
2013, and peak of 337 in June, to only 76 in December 2013.4 
It is possible that if these talks fail, Sharif may then go back to covertly or overtly seeking US aid 
in future drone strikes, but it is far from clear that the US should provide such aid unless there is 
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a far better structured Pakistani military effort than has take place in the past, Pakistan is willing 
to acknowledge that it is seeking US aid, and US strike capabilities can be located in a place that 
does not force the US to stay in Afghanistan to achieve a marginal level of tactical success in 
Pakistan. 

This flags a key problem in focusing on the immunity of the U.S. military, and other post-
transition personnel that do not have diplomatic immunity. As Ambassador James 
Dobbins testified to Congress on December 11, 2013, “The bilateral security agreement (BSA) is 
also the keystone of a much wider international commitment involving over seven countries 
ready to provide economic and security assistance to Afghanistan beyond 2015. 5

The problem with this statement is that it is far from clear what Afghanistan will provide in 
return by way of guarantees of U.S. and allied ability to carry out counterterrorism with 
workable rules of engagement, meaningful Afghan commitments to do its share of supporting 
Afghan forces an effective governance, and meaningful Afghan commitments to carry critical 
reforms in governance, the economy, and fighting corruption. 

Unless the BSA is conditional in ways that clearly define Afghan commitments that serve U.S. 
strategic interests – as well as Afghan needs for effective Afghan leadership and reform - the 
United States will probably have to agree not to use any bases in Afghanistan to serve its military 
interests outside it without Afghan permission. It will also run a serious risk of being asked to 
escalate its presence if Afghan forces falter, and have to resist Afghan pressure to give it modern 
conventional land and air forces, and support it against Pakistan. 

It is equally unclear that going on with such a campaign will not create more friction with 
Pakistan and Afghanistan than it is worth, or that its cost outweighs the limited benefits and 
diminishing returns the United States gains from what has become a game of whack-a-mole in 
killing key figures in al Qaeda, the Taliban, and Haqqani Network – figures that can always be 
replaced. Moreover, a continuing U.S. presence in the region may now do more to stimulate 
terrorist attacks on the United States than prevent them. 

As for the Pakistani nuclear issue, this seems to be a screaming red herring. It simply does not 
seem credible that any current option for a future U.S. presence in Afghanistan is going to allow 
the United States play a major role in securing Pakistani nuclear weapons, or somehow 
stabilizing Pakistan. Pakistan has too many weapons, they are too well guarded, dispersed and 
secure; and it has had years to react in reducing its limited vulnerability to such a contingency. 

The Need for Strategic Triage 

Any decision to stay in Afghanistan has to be based on the fact that the United States has to 
become far more demanding in applying strategic triage in a world where it commits limited 
forces and resources, and cannot afford to use force without clear cause. The fact we have spent 
so much in the past is no reason to spend in the future. The dead are not grateful, and we have no 
debt to repay to the Afghans – particularly the Afghan elite around Karzai that has profited so 
much personally and done so little to serve the interests of its people. 
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In the real world, our choices need to be based on the fact that the case for a continued post-2014 
U.S. role in Afghanistan depends on the ability to pay for a marginal benefit at a marginal cost in 
people and money. It is the ability to help Afghanistan become moderately stable and secure in 
ways that give the United States added popularity and leverage with no risk of serious escalation, 
without political struggles with the Afghan government, and do so at a cost of no more than $10 
billion to $15 billion a year after 2014, and for no more than half a decade. 

If the US can get these benefits at this level of cost – and can get the support of Germany, Italy, 
and the other allies it needs - the not really “zero option” may not be a desirable political option. 
The cost of keeping an effective presence may well be affordable and cost-effective even given 
Afghanistan’s marginal strategic value. 

Much does depend on the Afghans, and it needs to be made clear to them that the United States 
has no serious strategic reason to put up with anything like another Karzai, and that something 
like a near-zero option might actually benefit the United States in decoupling from a country, a 
region, and associated problems like Pakistan that can be more trouble than they are worth. 

This, however, is not a reason to choose a minimal presence at minimal cost if the United States 
can credibly make Afghanistan become moderately stable and secure by keeping the kind of U.S. 
military civil presence that the Joint Staff and the commander of ISAF – General Dunford – have 
recommended. Cutting forces and costs to the point where the end result serves no clear purpose 
and ensures failure may be the cheapest option, but it is also the worst. 

Once again, the so-called counter terrorism option of deploying a few thousand U.S. troops 
seems to be the perfect example. Really? What Afghan government will accept the function it 
doesn’t want and reject the function it does? Who will support and protect this small a force and 
why will it get the rules of engagement that Karzai and Pakistan are doing so much to try to 
oppose?  How can their ability to play whack-a-mole against credible terrorist targets offset the 
problems of dealing with Afghanistan and Pakistan? 

Either we have a credible partner, with a credible change of success at a credible cost, or the best 
way to win this game is not to play it. 

Defining Credible Conditions for Staying 

Some aspects of strategic triage do require us to be objective in ways that are not natural to the 
American character. As Hans Morgenthau warned more than half a century ago, we tend to turn 
limited wars of limited value into unconstrained morality plays. Diplomatic niceties and the style 
of American rhetoric lead to a natural tendency to describe marginal strategic efforts into near 
crusades. The end result is often that we imply a far deeper interest than we really have, a far 
deeper level of commitment that we make or should make, do not communicate honestly with 
our partners(s), and fail to make our role clearly upon their behavior. 

The last decade has made it brutally clear that the United States cannot possibly get enough 
strategic benefits out enough out of a credible future commitment to Afghanistan to not make 
that commitment firmly conditional. In fact, President Karzai seems determined to make that 
point brutally clear on an almost daily basis. 
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We must insist that Afghanistan clearly commit to a fully adequate bilateral security agreement, 
to providing the facilities and services we need, to allowing us to carry out key counterterrorism 
options if we decide they are necessary, and to accepting clear limits on the future US role in 
cases like Pakistan 

We should make it publically clear that we will not tolerate the corruption and opposition of 
another Karzai as the outcome of the April 5, 2014 election. We should openly state that we will 
remove virtually all troops and aid after 2014 if the election produces a follower of Karzai as the 
next president, is not perceived as legitimate by most of the Afghan people, or produce a leader 
who cannot effectively lead and govern and win the support of most of the country. 

We should not choose a candidate but we should define what we expect from the next Afghan 
president in return for providing major support, and we need to make it explicitly clear that we 
will also leave if Afghan corruption and power brokering stay at the point where U.S. troops and 
aid lose much of their value. 

We should not attempt to suddenly transform Afghanistan, but it should be clear we will not 
support a leader or aid Afghan National Security Forces in power struggles against legitimate 
protests and rival factions that are not tied to terrorist and extremist factions.  We should make it 
clear we will not pay for armor or a modern air force. We should make it clear we will not work 
with officials and officers that push corruption beyond the Afghan norm. 

We should insist on Afghan compliance with the pledges it made for economic and other reforms 
at the Tokyo Conference in 2012 both as part of the BSA and in terms of actual action in the 
years that follow. We should insist that the development of Afghan security forces follows an 
agreed plan that the Afghan government actually implements. 

We should make these conditions clear, along with the fact that we will leave if they are not met, 
and we should actually leave if they are not.  And, we should make it clear that if all of these 
conditions are not met by the fall of 2014, we will exercise the zero option in terms of both 
personnel and aid. 

Choosing a U.S. Option: U.S. forces, U.S. Military Aid, and the Afghan 
National Security Forces 

That said, we need to be equally realistic about the scale of a U.S. effort that can succeed if the 
Afghans do their part. If one ignores the reassuring rhetoric coming out of ISAF - and far too 
many elements of State and the Pentagon - the whole process of transition will involve major 
risks even if we provide the higher levels of troops, civilian personnel, and money we now seem 
to be considering. 

NATO/ISAF and the United States have rushed the development of Afghan forces forward to 
meet a U.S. deadline of the end of 2014. In the process, they have taken more and more risks 
while denying their importance and praising the Afghan forces for very limited success. If the 
United States is to have a meaningful option, it must be honest about the degree to which the 
Afghan security forces are still weak and marginal in capability. 
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Although they have never defined its nature, cost, and timing in public, General Dunford and 
NTM-A have prepared what seems to be a credible a plan for layered defense using a 
combination of the Afghan Army, police, and Afghan Local Police. At the same time, any 
decision to keep the level of presence that he and the Joint staff recommend should be based on 
the open acknowledgement that it is a moderate to high risk plan even if the United States fully 
staffs and funds the ANSF at the levels recommended by the Joint Chiefs – who may be 
repeating the errors of Vietnam and Iraq in recommending a force of only 10,000 U.S. troops. 

The latest DoD semi-annual report to Congress – issued in November 2013 -- reports that the 
security forces still have very high levels of attrition and lack the mix of effective command, 
support, and intelligence elements to operate on their own. It also notes key command and 
corruption problems in the police and some elements of the armed forces and ministries. 6 

A report by SIGAR – issued in January 2014 – does not fully update the data on total ANSF 
strength. Its figures show, however, that in August 2013, the Afghan forces were well below the 
goals sent for Transition: 7  
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More importantly, the SIGAR report also notes that:  8 

This quarter (end 2013), ANSF’s assigned force strength was 334,852; according to data provided by 
CSTC-A….This is short of the goal to have an end strength of 352,000 ANSF personnel by October 2012. 
That goal had been in the Department of Defense’s (DOD) April 2012 Report on Progress Toward Security 
and Stability in Afghanistan….When that end strength was not met, DOD revised the goal to 352,000 
ANSF by 2014 (187,000 ANA by December 2012, 157,000 ANP by February 2013, and 8,000 Air Force 
by December 2014). Neither the ANA nor the ANP met their end-strength goal by the revised deadline. 

… For the ANA, the latest RASR report provides assessments of 24 brigades (22 corps brigades and 2 
brigades of the 111th Capital Division). Of those, 88% were “fully capable” or “capable” of planning and 
conducting joint and combined arms operations… According to the latest RASR report, “[equipment] 
readiness within the ANA Ground Forces Command (GFC) continues to improve.” However, attrition 
continues to be the major challenge for the ANA as 71% of brigades are still considered “developing” 
which means that attrition in these brigades is 3% or more per month. In other areas, most ANA brigades 
were rated “fully capable” or “capable,” including leadership (96%), command and control (100%), 
sustainment (88%), and training (83%). 

…. According to the latest RASR report, “readiness within the ANP continues to be a point of concern” 
and “the ANP also struggles with maintaining a manageable level of equipment readiness.” In addition, 
attrition continues to be a challenge for the ANP as 50% of regional components are still considered 
“developing” which means that monthly attrition in these units is 2% or more. In other areas, the ANP 
regional components are mostly “fully capable” or “capable”: leadership (94%), command and control 
(94%), sustainment (94%), and training (88%). 

As of January 4, 2014, Afghan Local Police (ALP) comprised 25,477 personnel, according to CENTCOM. 
The current goal is 30,000 personnel by the end of December 2014. The ALP operates in 126 districts in 29 
of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces…As of December 31, 2013, more than $190 million of the ASFF had been 
obligated and more than $184 million expended to support the ALP. According to CENTCOM, the ALP 
will cost $117 million per year to sustain once it reaches its target strength. 

The Afghan Public Protection Force (APPF) is a state-owned enterprise under the authority of the MOI that 
provides facility and convoy security services in Afghanistan…As of December 30, 2013, only three 
military forward operating bases (FOBs) were secured by APPF personnel; 43 FOBs were still secured by 
PSCs. As of November 30, 2013, the 

ANSF 
Component Current Target Status as of 5/2013 Difference Between Current 

Strength and Target End Strength 

Afghan National 
Army 

187,000 personnel by 
December 2012 176,818 -10,182 

 

Afghan National 
Police 

157,000 personnel by 
February 2013 153,153 -3,847 

 

Afghan Air Force 
8,000 personnel by 
December 2014 6,616 -1,384 

 

ANSF Total 
352,000 336,587 -15,413 
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APPF comprised 20,005 personnel, according to CSTC-A. This quarter, the APPF had 480 active contracts 
for their services…. 

None of the problems that either the DOD report or SIGAR highlight are severe enough to mean 
that the ANSF cannot succeed if they get adequate outside funding and support, and adequate 
Afghan political leadership. However, a close reading of both documents shows that success is 
likely to require substantial outside training and enabling assistance, as well as major U.S. 
funding, through 2016 and probably through 2018. 

As both the recent Department of Defense and SIGAR reports to Congress show, even the 
Afghan Army part of the plan will present significant problems in quality and effectiveness. As 
just one indication of the problems involved, SIGAR’s January report notes that estimates that 
the Afghan Army has a strength of over 178,000 may be deeply misleading, and that actual day-
to-day strength may be far lower than that total, 9 

Although limited details were available to account for the 126,658 personnel assigned to the ANA’s 
combat forces this quarter, SIGAR determined that these forces included personnel in the following 
categories: 

• Present for Duty or “Combat Strength”: 62,753 (50%) 

• Unavailable (including personnel in combat and on leave, but not personnel AWOL): 54,862 
(43%) 

• Absent without Leave (AWOL): 9,043 (7%) 

However, as part of an ongoing audit, SIGAR was provided data on the ANA’s strength as of October 21, 
2013, that can help put these numbers in perspective. At that time, 72,641 personnel were “unavailable,” 
including the following (partial list): 

• In Combat: 39,249 

• On leave: 19,570 

• AWOL: 8,489 

• On temporary assigned duty, inside the Afghan border: 3,541 

• Outside TAD, temporary assigned duty, outside the Afghan Border: 2,116 

• Course, soldier is currently parading on an authorized course outside the unit: 2,503 

• In Hospital, soldier is in a military hospital: 699 

• WIA, wounded in action: 645 

• Detained, soldier is arrested and in a military jail: 264 

• Unit Patient, soldier is in a unit field medical facility: 35 

• Detainee in Unit, soldier is in custody of military police: 21 

• Unauthorized absence with no weapons: 7 

• Unauthorized absence with weapon: 1 

• Captured by the enemy: 
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The Afghan police present far more serious problems. They are not properly organized, manned, 
and equipped for counterterrorism and counterinsurgency, are broadly corrupt, and report large 
numbers of personnel or ghost workers that do not actually exist. 

The Afghan Local Police are not part of the 352,000 personnel usually referred to as part of the 
ANSF, but will be even more critical to layered defense than the police. They are still very much 
an uncertain force that is just coming together. They present serious problems in terms of loyalty 
and conduct, are critically dependent on post-Transition funding and effective Afghan 
government support, and so far only seem to be consistently effective while U.S. special forces 
and other outside advisors are present.  

These problems are a clear warning about trying to do too much with too few U.S. forces. If 
anything, the figure of 10,000 U.S. personnel that is now often attributed to the Joint staff and 
ISAF may be too low unless personnel are allocated far more efficiently, and given far more 
freedom of action, than a steadily more bureaucratic U.S. military force allows. The necessary 
personnel may well be closer to 12,500 to 14,000 and the cost of the necessary military force, 
contractors, and aid is likely to average at least $8 billion to $13 billion a year. 

Trying to minimize U.S. force levels and cost below the minimum that NTM-A and the U.S. 
military have recommended  -- and not having enough forces to credibly advise at the Crops 
level and enable the ANSF where necessary – is a recipe for failure or having to pay far more 
later to compensate for under-resourcing now. Trying to implement the fantasy of a 1,000-3,000 
personnel counterinsurgency force operating in its own political and military vacuum – is an 
almost certain recipe for failure. 

The Obama Administration needs to provide a new level of transparency and show it has a 
credible plan for the military side of Transition – a challenge it has so far dismally failed to meet 
with even the slightest credibility. This means ending the constant effort to define new options, 
stripping away Panglossian exaggeration of progress, honestly stating risk, taking firm decisions, 
and explaining openly to the Congress, media, American people – and the American military -- 
what each element of the U.S. personnel to be left behind will do. 

 It means providing credible plans and time lines for action, costs for both the U.S. personnel and 
aid to the ANSF. It means providing a credible plan and credible costs, not a manpower 
ceiling.  It means open and honest progress reporting and risk assessments. 

Choosing a U.S. Option: The Civil Side of Transition 

Equally important, the U.S. cannot afford to ignore the fact that staying in Afghanistan means 
having a strong civilian presence, providing adequate aid resources, and the same degree of 
credible plans and measures of progress and effectiveness as for the Afghan military.   

Keeping an effective civil presence in Afghanistan also means dealing with the reality that a 
newly elected Afghan central government – in a country that Transparency International ranks as 
the 3rd most corrupt country in the world and the World Bank ranks as only 164th in the ease of 
doing business and 189th in protecting investors - is going to have to learn how to compensate for 
much lower levels of and military spending with remarkable speed. 
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As the World Bank notes in its April 2013 assessment: 10
 

Political and security uncertainties are expected to limit private-sector growth in the coming years. 
Increased public spending, however, will continue to fuel demand for services and construction through 
2013. Mining should contribute more noticeably to growth with the increase of oil production in Amu 
Darya. However, moderate rainfalls are likely, which would reduce this year’s harvest to more a regular 
output and slow GDP growth to 3.1 percent in 2013. 

 Assuming favorable weather conditions and peaceful elections, growth could pick up in 2014. 

The transition process exposes Afghanistan to a number of serious risks such as rising financing for public 
service pro vision. Security considerations aside, promoting sources of inclusive economic growth, 
especially agriculture, and strengthening domestic revenue mobilization will be important to mitigate some 
of these risks.  In particular, a stronger reform effort in areas such as tax policy and customs is required to 
safeguard past gains in development.  Finally, improvements in the legal and regulatory environment of 
mining could help to secure planned investment. 

…The withdrawal of most international military troops as planned is expected to have a profound and 
lasting impact on the country’s economic and development fabric. The drawdown is likely to be 
accompanied by a decline in international development assistance on which Afghanistan relied heavily 
since emerging out of conflict in 2001. While Afghanistan’s international partner s have pledged continued 
support through 2016, there is a growing sense of uncertainty about Afghanistan’s stability and security in 
the months and years ahead. 

…In spite of the relatively optimistic growth prospects, Afghanistan’s economy is exposed to some serious 
risks which need to be carefully managed. First and foremost, there is a lot of uncertainty attached to the 
upcoming elections in 2014 and the impact of the transition process on Afghanistan’s security situation. 
The fragile security environment has been the single most binding constraint to private-sector investment 
and private-sector-led growth. Continued violence, economic crime and systemic corruption also have 
often undermined progress in Afghanistan’s governance and state-building agenda. Much will depend, 
therefore, on Afghanistan’s success in achieving peace, stability and reconciliation. Without it, the above-
mentioned growth prospects will not materialize. 

…Substantial risks lie in rising fiscal financing needs. Ongoing analysis projects revenues to reach more 
than 16 percent of GDP by fiscal 2022 (from current levels of 11 percent). 

However, expenditures are expected to grow much faster. Total government spending could rise to 39 
percent of GDP over the next ten years and potentially even higher in many of the intervening years). 

The increase in expenditure is largely a result of rising security spending for both operations and 
maintenance (O&M) and wages for the army and police, which are currently funded by donors outside of 
the budget. But it will also be driven by non-security spending, which will increase due to additional O&M 
liabilities associated with the handover of donor-built assets and with a rising government payroll, as the 
pay and grading (P&G) reform is completed and some additional expenditure is taken on to develop a 
senior civil service cadre at higher wages. Security spending is projected to be more than 15.2 percent of 
GDP in fiscal 2022 (about as much as total projected domestic revenue in that year), the civilian wage bill 
4.8percent, and the civilian nonwage O&M bill 7.2 percent. 

Moreover, risks lie in the uneven distribution of aid impact. Aid has not been evenly spread across the 
country. Because of the choices made by donors, and the predominant role of stabilization and military 
spending, the conflict-affected provinces have had significantly higher per-capita aid than the more 
peaceful (and often poorer) provinces. As a result, the slowdown in aid is likely to be felt more acutely in 
the conflict-affected areas and in urban centers, most likely through a loss of wage -labor opportunities as 
military bases and provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs) close. In urban centers, such as Kabul, wage 
levels of higher-qualified people might decline due to fewer opportunities in donor-financed projects. At 



Cordesman: Choosing a Meaningful Option in Afghanistan        2/4/14 
12 

present, with seven out of 30 PRTs closed, the available analysis and data do not suggest any significant 
impact, or it might be too small to influence (available) economic aggregates. Nevertheless, there are 
considerable political economy risks that deserve constant attention 

There has been some reporting about Afghan progress that implies that Afghan stability is tied to 
a 12% increase in the Afghan GDP, and that this growth came out of aid activities. The World 
Bank estimate on which such figures are based was for growth between 2011 and 2012, and the 
World Bank made it clear that almost all of this increase came from Afghanistan’s agricultural 
sector and was a product of the fact that Afghanistan had one year of good rains after one year of 
bad rains. 

In a far more relevant estimate, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates that 
Afghanistan’s GDP growth rate fell from 12 percent in 2012 to 3.1 percent in 2013. It forecasts 4 
to 6 percent growth in 2014 and beyond, largely because of reduced ISAF spending.  

The fact is that most Afghans live and work outside the sectors most affected by aid and military 
spending, but they are not the groups critical to stability, staffing the government and ANSF, and 
holding off the Taliban and Haqqani Network. The key civil risk the United States faces in terms 
of the Afghan economy is that the more modern, market driven sector of Afghanistan may well 
go into a serious recession as this money dries up, although as the World Bank suggests, poor 
urban and rural Afghans have gotten so few benefits from the aid and military spending that their 
sectors of the Afghan economy will be less vulnerable. 

This may require a significant financial bail out in terms of economic aid. The United States 
needs to be ready to provide this if it is needed. Beyond that, it needs to support the kind of aid 
problem that will stimulate Afghan growth and reform, and give Afghanistan incentives to make 
good on its pledges at Tokyo. 

Transition also presents special problems on the civilian side because aid personnel have to leave 
the field before troops do. So far, the Afghan government has shown little capacity to manage aid 
funds effectively on its own, and it is far from clear that most current aid activity has solved the 
problems created by Afghan and contractor corruption. 

There is no magic red line or deadline at which the US has to decide whether and how to stay. It 
already, however, faces major problems in ensuring it has the right mix of personnel, facilities, 
and financial resources to help Afghanistan through a political transition after the April 2014 
election, help it through the fall and winter months of 2014 as US and allied forces virtually all 
depart, and help it through the critical period in 2015-2016 when the full effects of manpower 
and funding cuts kick in.  

Nothing is done quickly and efficiently in Afghanistan, American concepts of efficiency mean 
serious underresourcing and impossible deadlines, and the American people and the Congress 
need to be prepared to support meaningful FY2015 and outyear budget requests, and to accept 
the levels of uncertainty, risk, and unavoidable levels of waste and corruption that are involved 
in a decision to stay. 

It is also critical that the United States and all aspects of civilian aid in governance and the 
economy be far more transparent, be linked to a public plan and be justified in terms of their cost 
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benefits and impact on Afghan stability.  It is not enough to have good intentions and do random 
good works, or justify aid on a given project or program basis. The State Department and USAID 
need to show they have a real plan, make it transparent, and show it can survive outside review 
and criticism. They need to be ready to make real-world progress reports, and flag Afghan faults 
and failures to make necessary reforms. 

The military at least seem to have a plan -- although one that is not public and may have many 
flaws. The most recent SIGAR Quarterly report indicates that total U.S. military and civilian aid 
will total more $102 billion by the end of 2014.  Much of past and current governance and 
economic aid seems to have gone to projects that may have been individually desirable because 
the individual projects seemed to be good. It is rarely clear that they were necessary on the basis 
of a credible assessment of Afghan needs.  There are almost no public data showing that aid is 
serving a clear strategic purpose in giving Afghanistan security and stability 

Worse, it is not clear that an effective Afghan structure exists to develop a meaningful plan for 
using aid, to honestly administer and allocate funds in many cases, or to assess the effectiveness 
of such aid. Most outside government, PRT, NGO and other facilities will close, and it is already 
clear that Afghan officials and contract efforts often leave the scene or cease to function 
effectively.  

If most U.S. and other aid personnel are to leave the field, and the Afghan government is 
administering aid within in structure and budget, aid to governance and the economy will require 
a credible plan, meaningful international support and coordination, and effective Afghan 
implementation. It will also require a common focus on goals and measures of effectiveness that 
tie aid to ensuring national stability and dealing with the fact Afghanistan and is still at war. 

Far too many reports warn of the problems to come. A recent article by Kevin Sief in 
the Washington Post–“A crumbling investment” – provides a case study that makes it clear that 
the very foundation of aid the Afghanistan – the roads that were supposed to open up its 
economy and   make it a major route through Central Asia – have begun to crumble before the 
United States leaves. 

What some called the “New Silk Road” seems to already have lost critical links in terms of 
safely, the Afghan government has failed to maintain it, and the end result seems to be the failure 
of a $4 billion keystone project– and the article does not address key additional problems like the 
Salang tunnel. 

Other work by the Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction focuses on fraud and 
waste in the aid process. Some of this criticism focuses on the wrong criteria and uses the wrong 
metrics.  Fraud and waste are to some extent, the inevitable price of operating in high risk and 
extraordinarily corrupt country. The key issue is whether the benefits in terms of stability, 
warfighting, and future development offset these costs. 

The key problem in past aid and in shaping plans for the future is that the United States spent a 
total of over $96 billion in various forms of aid – including military programs like CERP – and 
$13.3 billion in USAID funds – and does not seem to have any credible public measures of 
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effectiveness or to have had any consist plans and analytic basic for allocating aid and 
coordinating it with other national, NGO, and UN efforts. 

What may be even more critical, however, is the lack of a credible assessment of just how much 
of a risk Afghanistan faces in 2015-2016 as the aid money now in the pipeline runs out or cannot 
be spent, as the full impact of U.S. and allied military spending is cut to a fraction of the past, 
and as richer Afghan rush their money (and themselves) outside the country. 

The Administration and the Congress have already agreed to cut military and civil aid in FY2014 
– largely because of budget pressures but also because members of Congress felt that neither the 
Department of Defense nor the State Department/USAID could justify the use of past funds, 
spending rates of exiting funds, and new requests – problems raised at length by SIGAR the 
GAO, and in press reports.11 The Department of Defense aid request was cut by roughly 40% 
from  $2.6 billion to $1.04 billion. Economic and governance aid were cut from $2.1 billion to 
less than $1.1 billion.12 

There is no question that far too much money has been spent with extraordinarily waste, fraud, 
and abuse by both Afghans and outsiders, and that the Afghan government now badly lacks the 
ability to take over the task of managing aid and then either supporting projects with effect 
funding and maintenance or helping them grow as mature programs. But, if the United States and 
its allies are to stay, they have to plan to stay in “Afghan as it is,” not “Afghan as it should be,” 
or even “Afghan good enough.” This means being ready to bail out the market sector of the 
Afghan economy to cushion the impact of aid and military spending cuts – if this proves 
necessary. 

Time for Clear Plans, Clear Cost Estimates, Clear Conditions for Staying and 
an Honest Debate About the Cost-Benefits of Staying 

In summary, the United States should not continue to stay in Afghanistan without a clear and 
public debate over the cost-benefits of staying in a limited war of limited value. That does not 
mean, however, it should leave, or try to stay on the cheap.  

It means that the Obama Administration needs to make hard choices about these issues, choose a 
plan and estimate budget, and present it to the public and the Congress. There is no excuse for 
delay or secrecy and an overwhelming ethical case against both when decisions affect other 
critical strategic priorities, the lives of those who serve, and our allies. 

President Obama’s discussion of Afghanistan in the State of the Union address was political 
rubbish. It is time for real leadership, real transparency, real honesty, and hard decisions. It is 
also time stop talking about essentially mindless punch-line numbers like “zero to 10,000,” and 
focus on real plans and real costs. 
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• Afghanistan: Meeting the Real World Challenges of Transition; 
http://csis.org/files/publication/Afghan-Meeting%20Challenges%20NEW.pdf  

• The War in Afghanistan in 2013: Meeting the Challenges of Transition: Volume I, 
The Challenges of Leadership and Governance, 
http://csis.org/files/publication/130506_Cordesman_AfghanWar2013_VolumeI_We
b.pdf  

• The Afghan War in 2013: Meeting the Challenges of Transition--Volume II: Afghan 
Economics and Outside Aid, http://csis.org/publication/afghan-war-2013-meeting-
challenges-transition-volume-2.  

• The Afghan War in 2013: Meeting the Challenges of Transition--Volume III: 
Security and the ANSF, http://csis.org/publication/afghan-war-2013-meeting-
challenges-transition-volume-3 
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