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THE ISSUE
A precipitous U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan would endanger many of the social, political, economic, and health gains that
have been achieved in Afghanistan over nearly 20 years. Afghanistan has a myriad of problems, including corruption, violence,
and poverty, but these challenges often overshadow improvements in mortality rates, media and cellular access, tax collection,
and women and girls’ education and political freedoms, among others. To prevent these gains from dissipating, the international
community should encourage the Afghan government to meet certain governance benchmarks and continue on its path to selfreliance. The United States and its international allies should also consider a gradual withdrawal of troops, funding for the Afghan
security forces, and economic assistance, based on a timeline that reflects facts on the ground and progress on peace negotiations.

INTRODUCTION
U.S. support to Afghanistan can be categorized into three
buckets: a) troops and related support personnel on
the ground; b) financial support to the Afghan security
forces; and c) economic, development, and governance
support (e.g., traditional foreign aid). U.S. contributions
to all of these buckets have been dropping as Afghanistan’s
authorities have assumed greater responsibility of the
country’s security and development.
The United States should pursue an exit strategy that is based
on realistic timelines, supports a viable peace process that
achieves a legitimate, representative Afghan government,
seeks to protect the political and social gains made over almost
20 years, and provides reasonable assurance that Afghanistan
will not again become a base for international terrorism.
Since 2001, the United States has made significant
economic and military commitments to Afghanistan. The
costs have been high, security achievements have been
mixed, divisions and corruption have plagued the Afghan
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government, and U.S. domestic support has faltered.
Nevertheless, significant socioeconomic and political
gains have been made. Afghanistan today has a vibrant
civil society with an educated generation of young leaders,
women, and girls. Afghans want peace and more economic
development and they highly value their democracy, with
polling showing that they have little sympathy for the
Taliban.1 This should not be ignored or sacrificed.
All of these gains and the relative strategic stability in
the region will be at risk if U.S. forces, U.S. support for
the Afghan forces, and U.S. foreign aid are withdrawn
precipitously. A hasty withdrawal would threaten the
socioeconomic and military progress that the United States
has fought long and hard to obtain. It would likely spur a
quick reduction of other international assistance, encourage
factionalism and weakened government authority in
Afghanistan, encourage political intervention by regional
powers, widen civil strife, leave space for terrorist groups,
and send signals of U.S. weakness to allies and adversaries.2
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Instead, the United States should finish strong and remain a
reliable partner to Afghanistan, while responsibly helping to
negotiate a path to peace, which brings the Taliban into the
political arena through negotiations among Afghan parties.
In the best-case scenario, the United States would gradually
phase out some or all of the U.S. troops still present in
Afghanistan with the pace and mix depending on the
course of peace negotiations. Some believe the United
States should seek to retain residual counterterrorism
(CT) presence for some time, and one could imagine a
peace agreement, which includes an ongoing international
and even U.S. presence.3 In the absence of peace, the
United States and the international community could
also withdraw troops as the Afghan forces become more
self-reliant over time. In any case, the withdrawal debate
deserves further careful deliberation, and no decision
should be carried out on an artificial or precipitous timeline.
U.S. and international economic assistance would continue but
gradually reduce over the next decade, although this foreign
assistance is likely to be needed through 2030 according to
the World Bank.4 With a successful peace negotiation, donors
could be asked to boost assistance to help with a transition to
peace. In any scenario short of a rapid departure, the United
States and its partners must push Afghanistan to set and meet
governance benchmarks in exchange for sustained foreign
assistance in both security and economic areas.

EXAMINING 17 YEARS OF U.S.
INVOLVEMENT IN AFGHANISTAN
U.S. TROOPS LEVELS
The current U.S. military and related civilian contractor
presence in Afghanistan is relatively small. It is largely
dedicated to training and assisting the Afghan security
forces—especially with air support—and also undertaking
CT operations. U.S. casualties have been low in the last four
years and are expected to remain low, as the Afghan forces
do most of the fighting.5 The U.S presence in Afghanistan
has dramatically decreased, from over 110,000 troops in
2011 to 14,000 in 2018 (figure 1), plus 10,000 U.S. contract
support personnel.6
The United States needs to develop contingency plans
for reducing troop presence over several years that are
tailored to its current assistance and CT missions. If peace
negotiations advance, the United States should consider
whether to fully withdraw troops or maintain a small
presence and continued access to bases, at least in the
context of maintaining a CT and intelligence capacity given
the 20 or so terrorist groups believed to be operating in

Afghanistan, even if the Taliban were to commit to work
against such groups.7 If peace negotiations fail, the United
States should still weigh the pros and cons of withdrawal
and consider maintaining its troops until the Afghan
forces are more self-reliant. Such deliberations and any
decisions should be undertaken in close collaboration
with Afghan and international partners. Regardless of
the peace negotiation outcomes, U.S. withdrawal should
not be carried out on a poorly thought-out or overly rapid
timeline that could well contribute to a deterioration
of Afghanistan’s security situation. This is an issue that
deserves careful discussion and deliberation.

U.S. SPENDING FOR AFGHAN SECURITY FORCES
The United States and other international partners fund
around 90 percent of the budget for the Afghan army, police
and intelligence forces, collectively known as the Afghan
National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF).8 U.S. funds
are critical to Afghan security and, if removed abruptly, would
endanger Afghanistan’s ability to maintain security and unified
national forces.9 The lesson from the withdrawal of Soviet
Forces in 1989 is appropriate; the withdrawal had a major
impact, but ultimately the cessation of security assistance
led to the collapse of the Najibullah regime.. Regardless of
anything else, U.S. support for financing a competent security
force should remain an important priority.
The number of Afghan army and police personnel has
increased over time, to over 313,000 members reported
in mid-2018 (figure 1).10 Afghanistan’s forces have severe
operational shortcomings, including a still fledgling air force
and serious retention problems, but they have not shied
away from taking heavy casualties in battling the Taliban.11
Depending on the course of peace negotiations, the United
States should maintain funding levels to these forces,
while continuing to insist on and support performance
improvements. Financial support for Afghan security forces
should not be conflated with the number of U.S. troops in
Afghanistan. There should be broad support for financing
the Afghan forces as long as they remain effective and work
in ways consistent with U.S. objectives.

The lesson from the withdrawal of
Soviet Forces in 1989 is appropriate;
the withdrawal had a major impact,
but ultimately the cessation of security
assistance led to the collapse of the
Najibullah regime.
CSIS BRIEFS | WWW.CSIS.ORG | 2

The United States has made important contributions
to funding and training the Afghan security forces, as
have NATO members, the United Nations, and other
international players. The United States has committed
a yearly average of $4.4 billion since 2013 to the ANDSF
through the Afghanistan Security Forces Fund (ASFF),
down from over $10 billion in 2011 (figure 2).12 Given
these cuts and as Afghanistan’s economy, tax collection,
and management of funds improve, the U.S. tab for
Afghan security should remain steady or even drop in the
medium term. Indeed, President Ghani of Afghanistan has
reportedly offered to help cut costs for the U.S. presence in
Afghanistan.13 The exact evolution of these costs and the
size and composition of Afghan forces will depend on the
content and pace of any peace negotiations.14

Financial support for Afghan security
forces should not be conflated with the
number of U.S. troops in Afghanistan.
There should be broad support for
f inancing the Afghan forces as long as
they remain effective and work in ways
consistent with U.S. objectives.
U.S. ECONOMIC, DEVELOPMENT, AND GOVERNANCE
ASSISTANCE—”FOREIGN AID”
The United States, the World Bank, the Asian
Development Bank, and other international players
have invested significant resources for reconstruction
and economic development in Afghanistan. The global
level of foreign aid committed has steadily decreased,
as the Afghans have collected more taxes to pay for
Afghanistan’s social and economic needs. In 2016, donors
pledged $15.2 billion for reconstruction until 2020.15 This
is a decrease from the $16 billion pledged in 2012 and
the $20 billion pledged in 2008.16 This reflects that the
international community wants Afghanistan to assume
more responsibility for covering its own expenses, and
donors seek to take a more focused, results-oriented
approach, spending less aid.
Donors may be able to decrease foreign aid by 20 or 30
percent over the next five years and even further beyond
that, but the World Bank has estimated that the Afghan
government will be dependent on international assistance
until 2030.17 The U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) pledged $2.5 billion to Afghanistan in 2010

and now commits $977 million annually (figure 3). 18
This reduction is in part due to the Afghan government’s
increased ability to collect domestic revenue (meaning
taxes, social contributions, and other fees and government
income, excluding grants) from the formal economy, as
it has pursued a “self-reliance” strategy since 2014, as
announced at the London Conference, to increase its
own revenue collection to move towards revenue selfsufficiency over time.19 The Afghan government collected
$10 million in government revenue in 2002. By 2016, this
figure exploded to $2.4 billion—equal to 12 percent of GDP
(figure 5).20 The total is projected to surpass $4 billion by
2023. 21 As Afghanistan collects more domestic revenue and
continues to improve its ability to spend funds well, it can
pay for more basic needs like education and health as it
increasingly has (figure 3).22
The United States and the international community are
still going to have development interests in Afghanistan for
decades. Afghanistan has a serious problem of corruption
and is one of the poorest countries in the world, with
poverty increasing over the past several years due to a
series of economic problems including drought. Thus, the
United States should expect to continue giving development
assistance, albeit at lower levels. A comparatively poor
country like Malawi, with a population of 19 million people,
received $250 million from USAID in 2017. 23 Bangladesh,
also a South Asian country, received $178 million from
USAID in 2017.24 Since the United States has considerably
greater security interests in a stable Afghanistan than in
either Malawi or Bangladesh, it is reasonable that, beyond
2024, USAID will spend $300 to $500 million every year in
Afghanistan and further decrease to levels comparable to
Malawi or Bangladesh if peace ensues.

AFGHAN PROGRESS TO DATE: ECONOMIC,
SOCIAL, AND POLITICAL GAINS
ECONOMIC GAINS
There has been significant economic progress in
Afghanistan since 2001, which is not sufficiently
recognized. For example, Afghanistan advanced more
than any other country in the Ease of Doing Business
ranking from 2018 to 2019, although it still ranks 167
out of 190.25 GDP per capita has tripled since 2001 (figure
5).26 As mentioned earlier, there have been significant
gains in domestic revenue collection (figure 4), in line
with the agreed partnership strategy focused on realizing
self-reliance.27 This is important because, to the extent to
which Afghanistan can collect taxes, it can increasingly
pay for its own defense and development.
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Afghanistan advanced more than any
other country in the Ease of Doing
Business ranking from 2018 to 2019.

school is probably lower than this (figure 12).36 One-third
of students enrolled in universities are women, and 84
percent of Afghans agree that women should have the same
educational opportunities as men (figure 13).37

Another indicator of economic progress is decreasing
reliance on foreign aid. Official development assistance
(ODA) as a percentage of central government expenditure
decreased from 206 percent in 2006 to 59 percent in 2015
(figure 6).28 In 2016, net ODA received was $4 billion—a
sharp decrease from a peak of nearly $6.9 billion in 2011.29
These figures indicate that Afghanistan is increasingly
financially self-reliant and in need of less foreign funds.

Political freedoms have improved. Three out of five Afghans
are satisfied with the way democracy works in Afghanistan
(figure 14), and 8 million people voted in the presidential
elections in 2014.38 Freedom House ranked Press Freedom
in Afghanistan as “Partly Free” in 2017, an improvement
due to legal changes to provide greater protection to the
media and an increase in diversity in the media.39 One
hundred and seventy radio stations, hundreds of print
media outlets, and dozens of TV stations have opened
since 2001.40 A very free media, cell phones, the Internet
and television have transformed Afghan society. The
2018 parliamentary elections, though flawed, attracted 4
million voters and demonstrated a proliferation of younger
candidates and the willingness of Afghans to vote despite
the threats of violence.41

Afghanistan is in a dangerous but central part of the world.
It is starting to take advantage of a series of economic
opportunities and could have a successful future given
peace and stability. The country has the potential to serve
as a transit route for energy from Central Asia to South
Asia. Moreover, Afghanistan is rich in minerals and water
resources and has the potential for specialty agriculture.
Afghanistan could even develop a sizeable tourism industry
in a peaceful future.

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL GAINS
Social, political, and health indicators in Afghanistan have
vastly improved. The under-five mortality rate and maternal
mortality rate have nearly halved since 2000 (figures 7 and
8).30 Virtually no one in Afghanistan had access to electricity
in 2000, and by 2016, nearly 85 percent of the population
had electricity (figure 9).31 Additionally, the percentage of
people using at least basic sanitation services increased
from 23 percent to 40 percent from 2000 to 2015 (figure 10)
and the percentage of people with access to safe drinking
water increased from 27 percent in 2007-2008 to 65 percent
in 2013-2014.32 There has also been tremendous progress
in information and communication technology (ICT). The
number of cellular subscriptions has surged (figure 11) –
there were no mobile phones in Afghanistan in 2002, and
now there are 27.5 million.33 Phones are being used for
mobile payments, among other functions, which can help
fight corruption.34 All of these are important and tangible
results that have vastly improved Afghans’ well-being.
Additionally, immense progress has been made in terms
of women’s education, which was virtually nonexistent
during Taliban rule. In 2017, 3.5 million girls were enrolled
in school.35 More than four-fifths of primary-aged girls are
enrolled in school; however, the Afghan government counts
children as being in school until they have not attended
for up to three years, so the number of girls actually in

RECOGNIZING THE CHALLENGES
Afghanistan has a myriad of challenges that are welldocumented and often get the most media attention. These
challenges are important and must be addressed. However,
studies that point out Afghanistan’s problems often
downplay or ignore the considerable and important progress
made to date. Key problems include:
• Insurgent Territory Control: 35 percent of the Afghan
population lives in areas controlled by insurgents.42
Nevertheless, in 2018, the Asia Foundation’s Survey
of the Afghan People found that 82 percent of the
population does not sympathize with the Taliban and
over 90 percent would fear encountering the Taliban
(figure 15).43 The Asia Foundation survey has found
these numbers holding steady even as Afghans strongly
hope for peace. Afghans are uncertain about the
prospect of peace, with only 53 percent believing that
reconciliation with the Taliban is possible.44
• Corruption: Afghanistan ranked 172 out of 180
countries in Transparency International’s 2018
Corruption Perceptions Index. 82 percent of Afghans
believe corruption is a major problem.45 This has been
an enduring issue.
• Violence: Taliban and Islamic State attacks have been
intense over the past two years and civilian causalities
high. Over 8,000 civilians are killed or injured each
year and numbers are increasing, with 2,798 deaths
reported in the first nine months of 2018—the secondCSIS BRIEFS | WWW.CSIS.ORG | 4

highest number of casualties recorded over that period
in the past 10 years.46 Afghan combatant casualties are
classified, but it is estimated that 30 to 40 troops die in
conflict each day.47
• Poverty: Afghanistan has the tenth lowest GDP per capita
in the world at $550 (figure 5).48 More than half of the
population lives on less than $1 a day—a significant
increase from 38 percent of the population in 2011, when
international aid and troop levels peaked and provided
a significant stimulus to the economy.49 Poor economic
growth, employment opportunities, infrastructure,
and public services are big issues, but the economy has
stabilized, and the IMF predicts modest growth.50
• Forced Migration: There are 2.6 million Afghan refugees
worldwide—half of which are children—and over 2
million internally displaced persons (IDPs) due to
conflict and disaster, including severe drought.51 While
over 5.2 million refugees have returned to Afghanistan
since 2002, outmigration could still increase if
insecurity, unemployment, and poverty rise, impacting
an already strained global migration system.52
• Opium Production: 328,000 hectares, estimated to be
worth $1.4 billion, were cultivated for opium poppy
in 2017—a 63 percent increase from the previous
year.53 Opium cultivation provides the equivalent
of 590,000 full-time jobs, which is more than the
combined employment of the Afghan army and
police.54 Many reports indicate that the Taliban has
taken increased control over the illegal drug sector,
receiving approximately 65 percent of their income
from narcotics.55

THE BEST-CASE SCENARIO FOR EXIT: A
GRADUAL WITHDRAWAL
The United States should carefully consider withdrawing
its troops and economic support from Afghanistan in a
gradual and phased manner that does not undermine
all that the United States has helped to build. Absent
a successful peace negotiation, a U.S. force draw-down
should be tied to Afghanistan meeting performance and
governance benchmarks and tied to conditions on the
ground, as was the approach taken in the U.S. policy
announced in August 2017.56
Afghanistan has made considerable economic, social, and
political gains that are worth preserving. There is clearly
much more to do to improve security force performance
and governance, to eliminate corruption, to spark economic
growth, and to assure that Afghanistan does not again

become a base for international terrorism targeting the
United States. The U.S. Senate recognized the importance
of these gains in its 68 to 23 vote opposing a “precipitous”
troop withdrawal on January 31, 2019, and a January 2019
Rand Corporation study astutely details and analyzes the
very costly effects of a precipitous withdrawal.57
Such a troop withdrawal would further undermine the U.S.
leverage to press ahead in talks with the Taliban and to
help foster serious Afghan-to-Afghan negotiations over the
underlying political causes of the conflict. It will doubtless
be difficult to devise the confidence-building steps and
mechanisms needed to establish a peace process where the
Taliban and other Afghan political forces are participating
in a functioning government.58 There are a host of serious
issues to be worked through among and between Afghan
parties, including what to do about the upcoming Afghan
presidential elections slated for later this year.59
To be successful, peace negotiations will have to overcome
many hurdles over an extended period of time. There will
be divisions on each side during the process, and certainly,
the Afghan government’s side will be more effective with a
leader who has rallied a large, representative coalition and
united much of civil society behind him.
Success on the path to peace thus requires strategic patience
by the United States and others. The United States can be a
more effective player if it does not signal its departure from
Afghanistan, but rather underscores its commitment to
maintaining a military presence and security and economic
assistance conditional on a solid peace accord and process.
However, the United States should expect to see reductions
in the size and costs of security and development aid in the
years ahead under a near-term peace scenario or a longerterm alternative.
The United States, Afghanistan, and allies have invested
too much blood and treasure to depart precipitously. The
progress, which gets little if any coverage in the press, is real
and embodied in millions of Afghans, as is the desire for peace
among the Afghan people and their international friends.
It is good to have an open and frank debate in Washington
about Afghanistan options. Those who would argue for a rapid
withdrawal from Afghanistan should ask themselves whether
they are prepared to sacrifice hard-won gains, see the loss of
political and economic freedoms and of education gained by
Afghan women and youth, and risk having Afghanistan once
again become a training ground for terrorists.
The best outcome would doubtless be a serious peace
process accompanied by a ceasefire and a thorough give and
take negotiation wherein the Taliban eventually joins in a
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democratic process. Even if that fails, the United States, its
partners, and Afghan leaders can foster a situation whereby
the Afghan government and political system improves in
effectiveness and legitimacy over the next several years
while the U.S. burden continues to decrease. A gradual
reduction of security, economic and military support over
a five-year period on a timeline based on progress and
increased burden-sharing by the Afghans is a scenario
that the United States and its partners should be willing
to support. U.S. allies and adversaries are watching closely
what the United States does in Afghanistan. History will
judge if the United States can make reasonable and good
decisions. It is worth the effort to proceed with wisdom and
careful deliberation.
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APPENDIX: AFGHANISTAN’S PROGRESS BY THE NUMBERS
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Figure 1: US Troop Strength Drops as Afghan Forces Surpass 300,000
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Figure 7: Afghan under-five mortality
rate halves

Figure 4: Afghan tax collection surges
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Figure 8: Significant decreases in
maternal mortality

Figure 5: Afghan GDP per capita triples
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Figure 9: Dramatic increase in
Afghan access to electricity
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Figure 13: Most Afghans fear the Taliban
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Figure 10: Considerable increase in use of
basic sanitation in Afghanistan
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Figure 11: Mobile cellular subscriptions in
Afghanistan skyrocket

Source: The Asia Foundation

Figure 14: Most Afghans agree that women
should have equal opportunities education
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Figure 12: Primary school enrollment of
Afghan girls surges

Figure 15: Afghan satisfaction with
democracy, while not at an all-time high,
sees modest rise
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