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Creating a Real Peace in Vietnam Afghanistan 

Anthony H. Cordesman 

 

It has been a long, grim war since the first U.S. troops appeared in Afghanistan on October 7, 2001. 

The fighting has now lasted close to 18 years, and the conflict has become one of the worst 

managed wars in American history. The effort to reinvent Afghan government as a functioning 

democracy has so far been an unstable nightmare mixing corruption and uncertain central 

leadership with power brokers, ex-warlords, and divided leadership. Efforts at economic growth 

and reform have fallen far short of their goals, vast sums have been wasted or lost through 

corruption, and the current Afghan economy now survives on the basis of outside aid and domestic 

narcotics exports. Major security efforts have at best produced an uncertain stalemate and one 

where the Afghan government increasingly seems to be losing control in the countryside in order 

to maintain its hold on major population centers. 

Three different Presidents have made major errors in overall strategy. President Bush gave priority 

to Iraq at the cost of giving the Afghan war proper attention and providing adequate forces to deal 

with the return of the Taliban. President Obama first authorized a surge — which wasted major 

resources in Helmand — and then called for a premature U.S. withdrawal based on totally 

unrealistic goals for Afghan force development. President Trump has adopted a strategy which has 

no clear political or economic element, and is unclear as to whether the U.S. is willing to keep 

supporting Afghan government military efforts or is giving priority to peace more as part of an 

effort to withdraw U.S. forces than to achieve a lasting and meaningful peace settlement. 

This report addresses the options for staying in Afghanistan, for reaching a cosmetic or real form 

of peace, and for some form of unilateral withdrawal. It describes the challenges in each area: the 

current stalemate in conflict and the debate over Afghan Government versus Taliban control, the 

critical problems in Afghan governance, the weaknesses in the Afghan economy, and the many 

remaining challenges in creating Afghan forces that can stand on their own. It addresses the 

challenges in cutting or removing U.S. land and air forces. Finally, it addresses critical problems 

in assessing and costing the current level of U.S. involvement in the war, and in estimating the 

future cost of supporting a peace or continuing the fighting. 

The report is supported in depth by another Burke Chair analysis: A War in Crisis: Afghanistan in 

Mid-2019 (https://www.csis.org/analysis/war-crisis-afghanistan-mid-2019). 

A War That Only Has Bad Options 

The end result is a war that has left the United States (and Afghanistan) with four major options: 

• Keep supporting the Afghan government in fighting an uncertain war of attrition, hoping that the Taliban and 

other extremism movements will collapse first or eventually agree on a desirable peace. 

• Actually withdraw U.S. support either totally or by phases tied to a time schedule and regardless of conditions 

on the ground. 

• Negotiate and accept a high-risk peace, take the opportunity to leave and largely eliminate aid, and accept 

any negative consequences.  

https://www.csis.org/analysis/war-crisis-afghanistan-mid-2019
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• Negotiate a real peace based on clear post settlement political, economic and security conditions, and on clear 

military limits and disarmament agreements, and backed by U.S. and/or international security agreements 

and/or some kind of peacekeeping force. 

None of these are good and low-risk options, but then, there are no good and low-risk options. 

Supporting the Afghan government presents major risks. The present government is divided, 

ineffective, and still highly corrupt. There only seems to be a limited chance that a new Afghan 

election will produce more government unity and effectiveness.  

Outside efforts to force the Afghan government to reform by tying civil and military aid to clear 

conditions has so far produced very limited real-world results. It is unclear that economic aid and 

reform efforts will have the level of success the Afghan people need. And, no one can predict how 

many several more years of military aid will be needed to produce Afghan forces that can stand 

largely on their own. Pressing on with the war might still allow the government to “win” some 

form of eventual victory. It seems far more likely, however, that an open-ended war will only 

prolong the U.S. commitment for at least several more years, and will be as likely to end in an 

unstable and extremist dominated Afghanistan as to produce even an unstable form of “victory.” 

Phased withdrawal has already proved to be a failure. Setting deadlines that are not based on the 

real-world conditions on the ground has already proved to be deeply embarrassing, forced the U.S. 

to halt such withdrawals, and extended the war for another half-decade. Setting such deadlines has 

not helped to create a unified or effective Afghan government. Dragging the war out for four more 

years has further dramatized the U.S. failure to win and given the Taliban and other extremist 

movements an incentive to keep fighting.  

Unilateral abandonment in the form of a largely cosmetic and high-risk peace settlement – the 

equivalent of the U.S. “declare victory and leave” approach to Vietnam – has some merit as a 

realpolitik approach to Afghanistan alone. The political damage would probably be more limited 

than many estimates suggest. “War fatigue” has already gone far beyond the borders of the U.S. 

Much of the world has already assumed the U.S. cannot win meaningfully in grand strategic terms, 

and any form of negotiated peace would probably be seen as acceptable.  

Even a more open unilateral U.S. withdrawal could be blamed on Afghan government failures and 

it might well force China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, and the Central Asian states to deal with 

Afghanistan’s problems and make other nations the focus of Afghan extremism. It also, however, 

would at least mean indirectly admitting defeat, sending negative signals to other strategic partners, 

and giving hostile movements and states incentives to challenge the U.S. in other countries and 

regions. 

A “real” peace – with lasting impact and benefits – is certainly the most desirable option. It does, 

however, seem to be only be a faint possibility, and one that is far more likely to become a “triumph 

of hope over experience.” First, it is unclear that the supporters of the Afghan government can 

acquire enough unity and popular support to make such a peace work. Second, it is unclear that 

they can make enough economic reforms and get enough aid to support such a peace. And third, 

it is unclear that they can create a post-US withdrawal security structure that can enforce a peace. 

The Taliban is at least an equal challenge in any effort to create a real peace. The Taliban and its 

allies may not be clearly winning in Afghanistan, but the latest official U.S. assessments by the 

Department of Defense (DoD), Lead Inspector General (LIG), and the Special Inspector General 

for Afghan Reconstruction (SIGAR) at best describe a military stalemate dependent on continuing 

U.S. military aid, assistance from U.S. and allied forces, and U.S. airpower.  
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Most media, UN data, and assessments by outside groups like the Long War Journal, give the 

Taliban the upper hand. So far, the Taliban clearly intends to keep fighting until  — or if — it gets 

a peace on its terms. These are terms that the Taliban would have to feel will be a prelude to a 

Taliban ability to dominate the country – effectively turning such peace settlement into a form of 

war by other means. 

Choosing the Vietnam Option? A Peace in Pieces:  

So far, the U.S. has been deliberately vague and ambiguous in declaring which option it is actually 

pursuing. While no one will say so officially, however, the U.S. seems to be following in its own 

footsteps in Vietnam. It seems to have chosen the third option: “Negotiate and accept a high-risk 

peace, take the opportunity to leave and largely eliminate aid, and accept any negative 

consequences.”  

The President has made it clear that he wants an end to the war, and many in both parties in 

Congress at least privately want the same outcome. So far, however, the U.S. will not just leave 

unilaterally, or do so while claiming a victory that it obviously has not won. It also will not — so 

far — accept a peace that openly gives the Taliban a decisive advantage. 

The Department of Defense puts as good a face on this U.S effort as possible in its June 2019 

report to Congress on Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan: (p. 15) 

The South Asia Strategy prioritizes reconciliation and directs appropriate U.S. agencies to set conditions for 

a political settlement to end the war. In 2018, the combination of military pressure on the Taliban, grassroots 

peace initiatives in Afghanistan, the unprecedented nationwide Eid al-Fitr ceasefire, and Islamic community 

support for peace threatened the legitimacy of the Taliban cause and provided strong incentives for the 

Taliban to come to the negotiating table. 

The SRAR’s duty is to negotiate a peace agreement to end the war and ensure terrorists cannot threaten the 

United States from Afghanistan. In January 2019, SRAR Khalilzad identified four core elements required for 

a potential peace settlement with the Taliban: 

(1) The Taliban will break with all terrorists and prevent the use of Afghan soil under its control 

against the United States, its Allies, or any other country; 

(2) Withdrawal of all foreign forces from Afghanistan; 

(3) Formation of a power-sharing government through intra-Afghan dialogue; 

(4) A comprehensive and permanent ceasefire. 

SRAR Khalilzad is currently negotiating the first two areas (counterterrorism guarantees and withdrawal of 

foreign forces) with the Taliban. He assesses that concluding those elements of the agreement will open the 

door to intra-Afghan negotiations and violence reduction. 

As a complement to SRAR Khalilzad’s negotiations, DoD supports peace efforts by applying military 

pressure on the Taliban to encourage its leaders to negotiate. DoD also continues to support efforts to 

facilitate local peace initiatives in Afghanistan in order to reduce violence. Local peace initiatives, or 

“bottom-up” reconciliation efforts, require the participation of many military, civilian, and non-governmental 

actors in Afghanistan. DoD is uniquely positioned to provide the security, transportation, and logistical 

support to help facilitate local peace initiatives. At the provincial level, Afghan Government officials 

continue to work with USFOR-A to identify opportunities to broker local peace deals with Taliban and other 

fighters who agree to lay down their arms. Leaders at the local level are exploring opportunities that may 

offer a path to peace on a small scale. 

One key problem with this wording is that none of the conditions needed to negotiate a real and 

lasting peace now exist. The U.S. has so far not brought the existing Afghan government into the 

formal peace negotiation and the Taliban still does not recognize its right to exist. The fighting 
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still goes on – particularly in the form of terrorism in populated areas and at less visible levels in 

the countryside which is steadily driving the government out of given districts and into narrow 

security areas in others.  

Experts feel the Taliban is still linked to Al-Qaida. The current Afghan government seems unlikely 

to survive a September election – if the election is held and is actually honest. However, no current 

alternative is as good as the divided and uncertain government that already exists. The Afghan 

government remains one of the most ineffective and corrupt in the world, and in-house World 

Bank, IMF, and CIA assessments indicate that the Afghan economy is still reliant on outside aid 

and drugs, fails to meet popular needs and expectations, and create needed jobs. 

Even a “Successful” Peace Negotiation is Not a Successful Peace 

The most serious problems in the current U.S. approach, however, stem from the illusion that 

formal peace negotiations can ignore the realities on the ground and the practical ability to 

transform the agreed terms into a successful peace. At best, the U.S. seems to be going down the 

same flawed path it has followed in Syria, and on far too many other occasions in the past. The 

U.S. is confusing successful peace negotiations with successful conflict termination, post-conflict 

stability, and a lasting peace.  

This focused approach to negotiations is only forgivable in a world where good intentions never 

lead to something approaching an actual hell. No one who has studied military and diplomatic 

history can ignore how many peace negotiations fail to be enforced, end with one side winning the 

political and security struggles that follow, end in another form of fighting, or simply implode into 

a dysfunctional mess. 

One does not have to look back far into history to see how often peace becomes an extension of 

war by other means. World War I ended in a peace that led to World War II. World War II ended 

with authoritarian rule of Eastern Europe and 45 years of Cold War. Peace in Vietnam ended in a 

North Vietnamese victory and takeover. Cambodia ended with a de facto victory by the “kinder 

and gentler” elements of the Pol Pot regime. Nepal ended in a level of confusion which seems to 

be a semi-victory by the so-called “Maoist” elements. Victory in Columbia seems to be imploding. 

“Victory” that split the two Sudans led to unstable revolution in one country and suicidal tribal 

warfare in the other. 

The previous U.S. statement about the “core elements” of the peace not only highlights the risk 

that such a peace will have the same result, it raises serious questions about the level of hypocrisy 

involved. One can argue the extent to which the U.S. forced a similarly dysfunctional peace on 

Vietnam, but if one looks closely at the four core elements listed earlier, the peace in Vietnam 

seems almost transparent and demanding by comparison.  

There is no U.S. official statement of how any such peace settlement could be sustained, enforced, 

and guaranteed. The U.S. has not outlined any post-peace settlement civil and aid program. It has 

not defined any form of mutual disarmament options or security guarantees to enforce a peace.  

More generally, the official statement does not define the practical meaning of any of the four 

points listed above, and all seem to leave major gaps or be mutually contradictory. They raise the 

following key issues: 

• Why did the events of 2018 do more to limit and threaten the Taliban than the Afghan government? If 

anything, it is now the Afghan government that its more divided and less effective on a national basis, and 

whose military capabilities are more questionable. 
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• How can the four core elements ignore the need to take account of Afghan views from an elected government, 

and the Afghan people, and the core in stability, divisions, and expired terms of office of the present 

government? 

• How can the four core elements of the peace effort totally ignore the need to restructure the government and 

security forces, limiting the military capabilities of each side and create some form of unified force and/or 

clear force limits and demarcation lines between the government and Taliban forces?  

• How can “the Taliban will break with all terrorists and prevent the use of Afghan soil under its control against 

the United States, its Allies, or any other country” without keeping enough military power to threaten the 

non-Taliban efforts of the new government and security forces? 

• How can both sides agree on “withdrawal of all foreign forces from Afghanistan” when the Afghan 

government forces are now so dependent on U.S. airpower and aid from Resolute Support, U.S. special 

forces, and Security force assistance units. How can a peace be secured when any meaningful form of military 

or security guarantees requires outside peacekeeping forces or some form of a guarantee of U.S. military 

support? How does this withdrawal provide protection from key foreign sanctuaries and support for the 

Taliban, warlords, and other factions from countries like Pakistan and Iran? 

• How can a peace be based on “Formation of a power-sharing government through intra-Afghan dialogue” 

when the U.S. has negotiated without the formal participation of the elected Afghan government and the 

Taliban rejects its legitimacy, and how can a nation so deeply divided and so dysfunctional in its basic 

governmental operations somehow create a workable structure through some form of broad dialogue as 

distinguished from a serious effort to design more effective forms of governance? 

• How does one enforce a “comprehensive and permanent ceasefire” when there is no clear design for a new 

structure of government, no definition of the relative position and post-settlement role of the Taliban and 

Afghan government, and  a core element one assumes the Taliban will be ready to fight other hostile elements 

like ISIS-K if they do not accept the peace? 

• How can a meaningful peace lack any clear core element dealing with the Afghan economy, rule of law, 

police functions, the future role of democracy and religious freedom, and civil and human rights? 

Peace and Afghan Political and Governance Problems 

There is no quick and easy way to portray the full extent of the challenges in creating a real and 

lasting peace. Anyone who has studied the history of Afghanistan since the series of coups that led 

to the Afghan invasion does, however, already have a good idea of just how complex its problems 

are. They will also realize just how hard it will be to achieve success even if (a) the coming Afghan 

election is held, is seen to be honest, and produces something approaching strong and effective 

leadership, and (b) the Taliban agree to work with the result and accept an effective compromise. 

There also are broad indicators that serve as a warning of how much will need to be done to create 

a meaningful and lasting peace. Even if one ignores the uncertainties in Afghan and regional 

politics, and the impact of the fighting, the World Bank governance indicators shown in Figure 

One clearly show that Afghanistan has one of the least effective governments in the World. 

The level of Afghan popular support for a central government that would have to make a peace 

work is also clear. The Ghani government has made some progress in winning popular support, 

and polls by the Asia Foundation find that the majority of the Afghan people polled express some 

degree of satisfaction with their government. The current level of governance is simply not 

adequate enough, however, to meet popular expectations and needs once the fighting actually ends.  

Popular confidence in central Government Ministers dropped from 57% in 2007 to 38% in 2018. 

Polls find corruption and employment to be critical issues in the populated areas under government 

control, and the percent of Afghans feeling the country was moving in the right direction dropped 
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from 58% in 2013 to only 33% in 2018. (Asia Foundation, Survey of the Afghan People, 2018, 

http://asiafoundation.org/where-we-work/afghanistan/survey/ pp. 113-115 and 16-18). 

A peace negotiation does not have to deal with every problem in governance, but it cannot simply 

create a structure that ignores Afghanistan’s need for future reform and does not agree on future 

goals. This is particularly true when a successful peace settlement has meant a divided mix of 

current Afghan Central Government supporters, the Taliban and its supporters, and various power 

brokers and warlords attempting to make some new structure of government work and 

simultaneously enforce the terms of a peace. Once again, good intentions have to be functional, 

or… 

Peace and Afghan Economic and Employment Problems 

As has been touched upon earlier, the latest U.S. government reporting on Afghanistan comes in 

the form of the semi-annual 1225 Report on Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan that 

the Department of Defense sends to Congress. The most recent version at this writing was formally 

issued in June 2019, but only became public in July. The content of this report has steadily shrunk 

over time. It no longer addresses any civil aspect of U.S. government activity, effectively creating 

a “hole in government approach” to the war, although SIGAR reporting provides a critical source 

of such data.  

The current edition of the report, however, makes it all too clear that the central Afghan 

government remains critically dependent on the U.S. and other outside powers and institutions in 

funding its civil and military activities and maintaining a stable currency, levels of debt, and trade 

structure. This civil dependence will continue long after even the most successful peace plan, and 

any plan that attempts to preserve Afghan security force capabilities and move them towards actual 

independence will also need aid indefinitely into the future. 

Afghanistan faces critical economic problems. Its only major hard currency exports are narcotics, 

and recent SIGAR reporting indicates they have been responsible for two-thirds of Afghan 

economic growth, and have played a critical role in limiting its trade deficit. (Source: SIGAR, 

Quarterly Report to Congress, Reconstruction Update, January 30, 2019, pp. 181-184.)  

Afghan development activities have been sharply curtailed and distorted by decades of fighting. 

Due to an extremely young population and rapidly growing demand for jobs in nation where 

experts already estimate youth unemployment at some 30%, the Afghan security forces and 

security related contract jobs have been a critical part of new hires and domestic stability.  

The end result is that CIA and IMF poverty estimates put the level of poverty at some 55-56% in 

2017, and current indicators suggest it is continuing to rise. The UN also ranks Afghan human 

development as 168th out of 189 countries – one of the lowest in the world. World Bank and IMF 

in-country reporting seems to be dated but warns of acute problems that affect given areas of 

employment, and critical urbanization problems in some areas arising out of a movement out of 

the countryside to more secure areas. 

The World Bank Overview does report some progress, including another series of reform 

conferences, but makes the challenges of a successful peace all too clear:  

The security situation has worsened. Civilian casualties are at their highest since 2002, with an unprecedented 

level of conflict-induced displacement. Since 2007, the number of injuries and deaths has increased five-fold, 

and in 2016 and 2017, more than 1.1 million Afghans were internally displaced due to conflict. Between 

January – December 2018, the United Nations Assistance Mission for Afghanistan (UNAMA) recorded 

http://asiafoundation.org/where-we-work/afghanistan/survey/
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_poc_midyear_update_2018_15_july_english.pdf
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3,804 civilian. UNAMA attributed 37 percent of civilian casualties to Taliban, 20 percent to Daesh, while 

unidentified anti-government elements have been called responsible for six percent of the civilian casualties. 

The return of almost 1.7 million documented and undocumented Afghan refugees, primarily from Pakistan 

and Iran during 2016-2017 remains a huge pressure on the country’s economy and institutions. Internal 

displacement and large-scale return within a difficult economic and security context poses risks to welfare, 

not only for the displaced, but also for host communities and the population at large, putting pressure on 

service delivery systems and increasing competition for already scarce public services and economic 

opportunities. 

… In Afghanistan output growth has slowed to an estimated 1.0 percent in 2018, down from 2.7 percent in 

the previous year. The decline was because of: a severe drought that affected wheat production and livestock 

pasture and, heightened political uncertainty and election-related violence, which dampened business 

confidence. Despite the lower agriculture output, inflation remained moderate at 0.6 percent on average in 

2018, due to lower regional food prices and appreciation of exchange rate against major trading partners. 

Poverty is estimated to have increased and deepened. The severe drought resulted in lower income for rural 

households and large internal displacement in the country. The rate of economic growth lagging population 

growth, leading to declining per capita incomes. The drought negatively impacted livelihoods of many of the 

82 percent of the poor living in rural areas, including those reliant on poppy cultivation (poppy production 

declined by 30 percent). Reflecting widespread hardship, drought-induced displacement reached record 

levels of 298,000 individuals. 

…Weaker exports and a moderate increase in imports have widened the trade deficit to around 35.9 percent 

of GDP in 2018. Nominal exports, after strong growth of 28 percent in 2017, declined by four percent in 

2018, potentially reflecting a strengthening of the Afghani against trade partner currencies and economic 

disruption in important neighboring economies. Imports increased by 0.7 percent, led by a strong increase in 

vegetable imports. The current account narrowed, reflecting the widening trade deficit and declining grants. 

Aid flows almost entirely financed the trade deficit. 

…Reflecting high levels of uncertainty, credit-to-the-private sector declined by four percent in 2018 and is 

now equal to just three percent of GDP. The credit intermediation function of the banking system has 

remained extremely weak, with private sector credit equal to just 12.8 percent of bank assets in 2018. Excess 

liquidity of banks reached 63 percent of total bank assets. The central bank has recently taken action to 

facilitate access to credit, including expanding the list of eligible collateral and the coverage of the Public 

Credit Registry. 

Few Afghans have access to productive or remunerative employment. A quarter of the labor force is 

unemployed, and 80 percent of employment is vulnerable and insecure, comprising self- or own account 

employment, day labor, or unpaid work. Almost three-quarters of the population are below the age of 30, and 

roughly 25 percent are between the ages of 15 and 30. This large youth cohort of approximately 8 million is 

entering the labor market with little education and few employment opportunities. A natural consequence of 

the poor security situation and limited development resources, job creation has been unable to keep up with 

population growth, and good jobs are few and far between. 

Though increasing over time, just over half (54 percent) of young Afghans are literate. Labor force 

participation rates of young Afghan women are particularly low due to higher rates of inactivity and 

unemployment. Young Afghans (age 15–24) have a high unemployment rate of 31 percent, while 42 percent 

are neither in employment, education, or training. Progress with education is threatened by the security 

situation. The net attendance rate in secondary education fell from 37 percent to 35 percent between 2013 

and 2016, driven by declining attendance among girls. 

(The World Bank in Afghanistan: Overview, https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/afghanistan/overview, 

accessed July 17, 2019) 

More broadly, other World Bank reporting indicates that the Afghan poverty rate has been 

increasing since 2008, and has seen a war-driven degree of urbanization that it so far cannot really 

cope with. It also is experiencing major population growth and pressure. The U.S. Census Bureau 

estimates that Afghanistan’s population has risen from 8.2 million in 1950 to 15.0 million in 1980, 

22.5 million in 2000, and 35.8 million, and is growing at a rate that could reach 41.1 million by 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/afghanistan/overview
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2025. Afghanistan cannot possibly cope with this growth in peacetime by returning to a traditional 

agricultural and social structure, and it now has a population so young that its dependency ratio 

has already reached critical limits. (https://www.census.gov/data-tools/demo/idb/region.php?N= 

Results&T=13&A=separate&RT=) 

The CIA World Factbook has not been fully updated in 2019 but still makes such challenges 

equally clear:  

Despite improvements in life expectancy, incomes, and literacy since 2001, Afghanistan is extremely poor, 

landlocked, and highly dependent on foreign aid. Much of the population continues to suffer from shortages 

of housing, clean water, electricity, medical care, and jobs. Corruption, insecurity, weak governance, lack of 

infrastructure, and the Afghan Government's difficulty in extending rule of law to all parts of the country 

pose challenges to future economic growth. Afghanistan's living standards are among the lowest in the world. 

Since 2014, the economy has slowed, in large part because of the withdrawal of nearly 100,000 foreign troops 

that had artificially inflated the country’s economic growth. 

The international community remains committed to Afghanistan's development, pledging over $83 billion at 

ten donors' conferences between 2003 and 2016. In October 2016, the donors at the Brussels conference 

pledged an additional $3.8 billion in development aid annually from 2017 to 2020. Even with this help, 

Government of Afghanistan still faces number of challenges, including low revenue collection, anemic job 

creation, high levels of corruption, weak government capacity, and poor public infrastructure. 

In 2017 Afghanistan's growth rate was only marginally above that of the 2014-2016 average. The drawdown 

of international security forces that started in 2012 has negatively affected economic growth, as a substantial 

portion of commerce, especially in the services sector, has catered to the ongoing international troop presence 

in the country. Afghan President Ashraf GHANI Ahmadzai is dedicated to instituting economic reforms to 

include improving revenue collection and fighting corruption. The government has implemented reforms to 

the budget process and in some other areas. However, many other reforms will take time to implement and 

Afghanistan will remain dependent on international donor support over the next several years. 

(CIA, “Afghanistan,” World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/af.html, accessed July 17, 2019). 

This economic situation may be forced on the current government by the war and its lack of 

internal unity, but it seems extremely doubtful that any peace settlement can survive without major 

changes and reforms in the Afghan economy. It is also clear that any post-peace government will 

require extensive continued foreign aid and rely on major drug exports for at least a period of 3-5 

years. Any peace settlement that ignores these realities seems almost certain to collapse. 

Peace and Afghan Security: A Stalemate or Slow Loss of Government Control 

The current security situation in Afghanistan is the subject of considerable controversy over every 

aspect of the threat, progress in creating Afghan forces, the relative level of control by Afghan and 

Taliban and other threat forces, and the cost of the war. None of these issues can be resolved in a 

short analysis – or even fully explained. However, there are some realities affecting a peace 

settlement that are clear in spite of what has increasingly become a Vietnam Follies-like approach 

to reporting on security by the Department of Defense and the cancellation of any assessment of 

Taliban vs. government control and most detailed data on the trends in Afghan forces.  

The Department of Defense 1225 report for June 2019 is curiously lacking in any specific estimates 

of the course of the fighting. It describes a virtual stalemate in Afghanistan without calling it a 

stalemate. The report does warn about the seriousness of the Taliban threat, however, and both 

show the need for continued U.S. support to Afghan forces both if the war continues and to ensure 

they are effective after any peace. It does not ever address the potential impact of a peace, but it 

still makes it indirectly clear that any sudden end of the U.S. role in Afghanistan, as well as that 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html
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of other allied forces, could cause the collapse of Afghan forces and the defeat of the Afghan 

government.  

Terrorist and insurgent groups continue to challenge Afghan, U.S., and Coalition forces. During this reporting 

period, ISIS-K made territorial gains in eastern Afghanistan. Regionally the group continues to evade, 

counter, and resist sustained CT pressure. While ISIS-K remains operationally limited to South and Central 

Asia, the group harbors intentions to attack international targets. Al- Qa’ida (AQ) and Al-Qa’ida in the Indian 

Subcontinent (AQIS) routinely support, train, work, and operate with Taliban fighters and commanders. AQ 

maintains an enduring interest in attacking U.S. forces and Western targets. Even if a successful political 

settlement with the Taliban emerges from ongoing talks, AQ, ISIS-K, and some unknown number of Taliban 

hardliners will constitute a substantial threat to the Afghan government and its citizens, as well as to the 

United States and its Coalition partners. This enduring terrorist threat will require the United States, the 

international community, and the ANDSF to maintain a robust CT capability for the foreseeable future.  

… During this reporting period, the Taliban, including the Haqqani Network (HQN), has continued to 

conduct operations. On April 12, 2019, the Taliban announced the start of their spring offensive, naming the 

campaign Operation Fath (Arabic for “Victory”). The Taliban is conducting a nationwide insurgency in 

Afghanistan in pursuit of the following goals: the withdrawal of foreign forces from Afghanistan, 

establishment of a government with Islamic principles, and international political recognition. The Taliban 

is attempting to use its battlefield efforts to strengthen its negotiating position with the United States. 

Throughout the winter, the Taliban conducted attacks against ANDSF and Coalition Forces, including a high-

profile attack and a complex attack. Recent peace negotiations have not halted the Taliban’s military 

operations and asymmetric attacks. During the reporting period, Pakistani military operations had no 

observable impact on Taliban and HQN battlefield activities or military capabilities.  

The Haqqani Network continues to be integral to the Taliban’s effort to pressure the Afghan Government in 

Kabul and eastern Afghanistan. According to press reporting and public Taliban release statements, since 

Sirajuddin Haqqani’s installment as Deputy Leader of the Taliban in 2015, he has likely increased the 

Haqqani Network’s influence within the Taliban organization, as well as in areas outside of HQN’s normal 

operating region: Paktika, Paktiya, and Khost Provinces in eastern Afghanistan.  

The Taliban has demonstrated an increasing capability to threaten district centers, attack well- defended 

military installations, and attack compounds with a Coalition presence. During this reporting cycle, however, 

more than 50 percent of Taliban attacks against the ANDSF targeted isolated checkpoints and outposts. The 

Taliban maintains control in some rural areas that lack effective Afghan Government representation, seeking 

to exploit ANDSF weaknesses and the reduced international military presence. The Taliban continues to 

maintain its ability to conduct high-profile asymmetric attacks. The early March 2019 attack on the 215 

Maiwand Corps at Camp Shorab in Helmand Province killed 23 soldiers at the cost of 20 Taliban fighters. 

This attack penetrated a heavily defended base, suggesting that the Taliban has enough confidence of success 

to commit considerable resources towards high-profile assaults against heavily defended military 

installations. 

(Department of Defense, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan, June 2019, Report to Congress in 

Accordance with Section 1225 of the Carl Levin and Howard P. “Buck” McKeon National Defense 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2015 (P.L. 113-291), as amended, June 2019, p. 2, 21-22). 

The only war-related metric in the report that attempts to show the trends in the fighting focuses 

on nearly meaningless reporting on the number of effective enemy attacks as a substitute for any 

measurement of Taliban control and influence that had already been largely discredited in previous 

reports. These data give no picture of the relative importance of such attacks, their impact on 

Afghan gains and losses, or the rising level of Taliban control outside heavily populated areas. 

Here, the reporting by Bill Roggio in the Long War Journal that is reflected in the map in Figure 

Two, gives a clear warning that the peace process should give attention to the issue of Taliban 

control: 

For nearly two decades the government of Afghanistan, with the help of U.S. and coalition forces, has been 

battling for control of the country against the ever-present threat of the Afghan Taliban. FDD’s Long War 
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Journal has been tracking the Taliban’s attempts to gain control of territory since NATO ended its military 

mission in Afghanistan and switched to an “advise and assist” role in June 2014. Districts have been retaken 

(by both sides) only to be lost shortly thereafter, largely resulting in the conflict’s current relative stalemate. 

However, since the U.S. drawdown of peak forces in 2011, the Taliban has unquestionably been resurgent. 

… The Afghan government is unable to administer 64 districts from the district centers, according to a recent 

survey. The 64 districts, which are located in 19 of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces, are either being administered 

remotely, or the district centers have been moved due to heavy fighting with the Taliban. The data track with 

an ongoing analysis of the security situation in Afghanistan’s districts by FDD’s Long War Journal. 

The fact that a district cannot be administered from its district center is a clear indication that the government 

cannot control the district. The information was gathered by TOLONews, which conducted a survey of the 

district governors. The names of 20 of the 64 districts which cannot be administered from its center were 

identified. According to the survey, Faryab province takes the lead, with 9 of its 15 districts out of government 

control. Unfortunately, the report did not name the 9 districts. However, this closely tracks with LWJ‘s 

analysis: 5 districts are Taliban controlled and 6 are contested.  

Ghazni is next, with 8 districts outside of government control. Again, the report did not name the districts. 

LWJ’s analysis indicates that 11 of Ghazni’s 19 district are Taliban controlled and the remaining 8 are 

contested. Note that The New York Times first reported on this phenomena in Ghazni; in Aug. 2017 it noted 

that 7 districts were being governed from Ghazni City. [Also see LWJ report, Resolute Support obscures 

status of 7 Ghazni districts as 3 more fall to Taliban.] 

Helmand and Farah are next, with 7 districts each that cannot be administered properly. Again, the districts 

were not named in the report. LWJ’s reporting indicates that 6 of Helmand’s 13 districts are Taliban 

controlled, and the other 7 are contested; and 4 of Farah’s 11 districts are Taliban controlled, and 6 more are 

contested.  

The TOLONews report named 20 districts that are out of government control: 4 in Kandahar, 4 in Paktika, 4 

in Kunduz, 3 in Baghlan, and 3 in Zabul. LWJ updated the status of 13 of these 20 districts from contested to 

Taliban controlled based on the data.  

Again, the survey tracks closely to LWJ‘s analysis of the security situation in Afghanistan’s districts. The 

new information puts LWJ‘s numbers at 63 districts under Taliban control, 1 district unconfirmed Taliban 

controlled, and 193 districts contested. This means that nearly 16 percent of Afghanistan’s districts are 

Taliban controlled, and 47 percent are contested.  

Resolute Support Mission, NATO”s command in Afghanistan, and the US military ceased reporting on the 

security situation in Afghanistan’s districts in the fall of 2018. The two organizations claimed that the 

reporting was not indicative of progress in Afghanistan, and said that so-called peace talks with the Taliban 

was the real measure of success. However, the military’s own reporting showed a slow but sure deterioration 

of security in Afghanistan’s districts, which countered its narrative of success. 

(https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan; and Bill Roggio, “Afghan 

government unable to administer 64 districts,” Long War Journal, July 4, 2019) 

The 1225 report does not give any clear quantitative indicators of the level of success and failure 

by Afghan forces, the qualitative progress or lack of it in the Afghan order of battle, or a clear 

picture of Afghan military dependence on U.S. air and train and assist efforts — areas where the 

latest SIGAR and LIG reports have raise some serious concerns. It also fails to address a long-

standing weakness in public U.S. and Resolute Support reporting on the war: the fact that there are 

many areas where the Central Government in “Kabulstan” has little or no control compared to 

power brokers, drug traffickers, and various tribal and factional leaders. 

Slow and Limited Progress in Afghan Forces 

The 1225 report does, however, provide important insights into other aspects of the changes taking 

place in Afghan forces and in several key aspects of the U.S. security forces assist program. It 

makes it clear that much of the Afghan order of battle is still at least several years from being able 

https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan
https://www.tolonews.com/index.php/afghanistan/64-administrative-units-partially-paralyzed-19-provinces
https://www.tolonews.com/index.php/afghanistan/64-administrative-units-partially-paralyzed-19-provinces
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/08/resolute-support-obscures-status-of-7-ghazni-districts-as-3-more-fall-to-taliban.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/08/resolute-support-obscures-status-of-7-ghazni-districts-as-3-more-fall-to-taliban.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/08/resolute-support-obscures-status-of-7-ghazni-districts-as-3-more-fall-to-taliban.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/08/resolute-support-obscures-status-of-7-ghazni-districts-as-3-more-fall-to-taliban.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/mapping-taliban-control-in-afghanistan
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2019/07/afghan-government-unable-to-administer-64-districts.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2019/07/afghan-government-unable-to-administer-64-districts.php
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to survive without U.S. train and assist support, and it does indicate that changes in the Train 

Advise and Assist Commands and Security Forces Assistance Brigade are helping develop more 

effective Afghan forces. (pp. 11-13, 14-15). 

It highlights the ongoing reform efforts in the Ministry of Defense (pp. 45-51). As for the Army, 

the report does not indicate on how many elements of the Afghan Army are moderately or 
highly effective, or describe the scale of U.S. combat support for Afghan elite troops. It does 

show however, that attrition remains a critical problem in the Afghan army in spite of the fact that 

the continuing decline in the creation of sufficient other jobs push young men into the military and 

police: (p. 52) 

The MoD is authorized 227,374 personnel. Attrition has historically been a chronic problem for the ANA, 

but with the advent of APPS in the fall of 2018 and other institutional reforms, retention numbers are 

improving. During every month throughout this reporting period, gains have surpassed losses. The primary 

driver of attrition in all services is the large number of soldiers who drop from rolls (approximately 60 percent 

of losses) for being absent without leave (AWOL) for more than thirty consecutive days. Soldiers leaving the 

ANA at the end of the contracted service accounts for approximately 30 to 35 percent of monthly losses. 

Combat casualties account for the remaining 8 percent of monthly losses.  

The report also stresses that that Afghan military successes are now heavily dependent on a 

relatively small core of elite Afghan forces like the Special Security Forces and its Afghan National 

Army Special Operations Command (ANASOC). This is a force of some four Special Operations 
Brigades (SOB) and a National Mission Brigade (NMB with ten battalion-sized ANA 
Commando Special Operations Kandaks (SOK), eight Mobile Strike Kandaks (MSK) and 
Cobra Strike Kandaks (CSK), and seven support elements spread across the Corps.  

The report shows that these ANASOC forces have been over-used and over-strained in ways 
that have seriously compromised their training program, and have only had erratic logistic 
support from the rest of the ANA. They have continued to function largely because of U.S. 
security forces assistance teams, direct combat support from U.S special forces and other 
elite elements, and steadily increasing amount of U.S. airpower.  

The June 1225 report is carefully worded to emphasize Afghan progress, but still shows that 
even the ANASOC remains dependent on substantial U.S. combat support (p.67-68). 

…nearly 80 percent of ANASOC operations during this reported period were conducted independent 
of the Coalition, while the remaining 20 percent consisted of enabled and partnered operations. 
ANASOC’s expanded offensive capabilities make them more prone to misuse or overuse, an issue that 
significantly affected their readiness rates last reporting period. ANASOC misuse levels, however, 
dropped significantly, and readiness rates increased. 

It shows the limits to the modernization of the Afghan Air Force and that it is now limited to some 

19 AC-208 light attack aircraft to provide Afghan combat air support — with only 12 actually in 

country. (pp. 54-55). The ANASOC’s Special Mission Wing makes it also the only element of the 

Afghan Army with full air support, and it also gets priority in support from the Afghan Air Force’s 

small pool of capable light attack fighters and from U.S. air units. (pp. 67.) 

Finally, it highlights the problems in the Ministry of the Interior (pp. 71-75), the acute weaknesses 

in the Afghan National Police (pp. 76-77), and the fact that the comparatively small Afghan Special 

Security Forces – like the ANASOC – are still a higher capability exception that shows that Afghan 

forces might still become more broadly effective with further years of U.S. support and aid.  
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Somewhat curiously, the sections on the ANA Territorial Force, Afghan Border Force, and Afghan 

Civil Order Force (53-54) describe their purpose without any apparent effort to assess their 

effectiveness.  

The Decreasing Burden of U.S. Military and Contractor Personnel in 

Afghanistan 

Given these realities, several key issues rise in choosing U.S. options for peace, withdrawal, or a 

continued fight in Afghanistan. One is the possible burden in deploying military and contractor 

personnel to provide security guarantees for a peace if one is achieved, and supporting Afghan 

forces if the U.S. decides to stay without a peace. There are so many different ways to provide 

forces to maintain a peace – including foreign peace keeping forces, that there is no real way to 

address this issue. A possible answer to maintaining support for Afghan forces is equally difficult 

to guess at, but one important set of facts is clear. The U.S. has already made major cuts in 

personnel and casualties. 

Figure Three shows an official estimate of the combined U.S. military personnel and contractors 

in Afghanistan from the time U.S. military personnel peaked in the first quarter of FY2011 through 

the end of FY2018. It should be noted that these figures do not include USAF and other military 

personnel and contactors supporting the war in other countries and at sea, do not include U.S. 

operational intelligence personnel, and only included military personnel that were permanently 

assigned (PCS) and not on temporary duty (TDY) until August 2017.  

It should be noted that total manning has almost never been a key factor in shaping the outcome 

of war from the start of human history, and manpower/unit quality, tactics, and 

weapons/technology have virtually always been the dominant military variable. Nevertheless, total 

manning is a good rough indication of one key element of the burden in carrying out any given 

military mission. 

These trends are somewhat unclear. Some sources show 14,000-15,000 U.S. troops for FY2018, 

but OSD Comptroller’s budget Overview for FY2020 reports 18,000 in FY2018; two contradictory 

manning levels on the same page for FY2019 — 11,958 and 16,000 — and 15,000 for FY2020. 

Given the annual fluctuations shown in Figure Three, focusing too narrowly on such numbers 

clearly serves little purpose.  

What is clear is that the figure for total contractors – many of whom perform duties normally 

assigned to active military – were greater than the number of active military shown in Figure Three 

from late FY2011 onwards. Accordingly, counting active military alone makes little sense, and 

reports that focus on such figures are little short of worthless.  

At the same time, a major cut in U.S. personnel still occurred. If one uses 11,000 for the military 

in FY2017, total military manpower dropped by 89% from the peak of 99,800. Contractors 

dropped by 79% from a peak of 113,736 to 23,659. The total number of military and contractors 

dropped from 213,536 to 34,659, or by 84%. (It should be stressed that these personnel numbers 

do not include a military or contractors supporting the Afghan mission in other countries or at sea. 

Casualties also dropped sharply, although they may still seem higher than expected given the 

tendency of U.S. reporting to ignore or understate the number of people deployed with forward 

Afghan combat units or directly assisting them in land combat. It is hard to make a direct 

comparison in terms of a reduced casualties using official data by year, but the Department of 

Defense reports that there were a total of 2,351 U.S. military and civilians killed, and 21,103 
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wounded in action in Afghanistan during Operation Enduring Freedom  — the period of intense 

U.S. land combat in Afghanistan from October 7,2001 to December 31, 2014. There were only 74 

killed and 427 wounded in action from January 1, 2015 to July 

While there are some definitional issues in these numbers, they still send a message that it may be 

easier to either support a peace, or continue the war, with some kind of lasting presence than some 

estimates assume. Major reductions in total combat forces did not prevent the seeming successes 

in the forward approach to train and assist missions supporting Afghan forces described in the June 

2019 1225 report, as well as new approaches like the Security Forces Assistance Brigades.  

This will need careful consideration if the U.S. is to continue the war, propose a form of peace 

enforcement, or develop a capability to aid whatever form of Afghan government emerges from a 

peace settlement. One key issue is the real-world level of dependence on U.S. ground support that 

still exist, given these figures. Another is what will happen if the current numbers are cut or all 

leave because of a peace or U.S. withdrawal.  

If a peace is reached, several other issues emerge: Can the Afghan forces survive the peace if all 

foreigners have to leave? Would the Taliban allow contractors to stay if troops left? Could outside 

peacekeeping forces act as a substitute? And, could the rapid return of similar U.S. and or allied 

forces help the government reconstitute the capability to fight the Taliban? At present, there is no 

open source basis for assessing any of the answers to these questions. 

These U.S. numbers also highlight the issue of how many U.S. forces are assigned to the NATO-

led Resolute Support mission, and how a peace settlement might be affected by withdrawal or 

some form of sustained presence by non-U.S. troops. The 1225 Report only shows 8,475 U.S. 

troops out of 17,148 troops in the Resolute Support forces in June 2018 – some 49%. If one uses 

the 16,000 total for U.S. military in FY2019, and 8,673 for other Resolute Support forces – which 

gives a total of 26,673, the percentage would be 60%. If one added in some 26,000 contractors, 

the U.S. percentage would leap to a far higher level. So far, not one U.S. official source, or element 

of the peace effort, seems to have addressed this aspect of a peace settlement, and the impact of 

having “allied framework” forces from Germany, Italy, and Turkey leave and cease supporting 

Afghan Government forces. 

Rising Support at Lower Cost through Air Power 

Analyzing the possible impact of cuts in U.S. airpower is a different story. What is not apparent 

from the 1225 report — but is clear from reporting by the Air Force Command within 

USCENTCOM (AFCENT) — is that the Afghan forces have become far more dependent on the 

increased use of U.S. combat airpower since the U.S. withdrew most of its land combat units. 

As was the case in Vietnam, the U.S. cut ground forces, but sharply raised its numbers of air strikes 

after 2013. This growing use of — and Afghan dependence on — U.S. air power has been largely 

ignored because of a political and media emphasis on the total number of U.S. military personnel 

deployed in Afghanistan and related cuts in total manned aircraft force sand sorties. Figure Four 

shows, however, that while total strike sorties dropped by 62.6 percent from 2013 to 2018, the 

total number of weapons released by both manned and remotely piloted aircraft rose by 216.9 

percent.  

There are no credible open source data on the costs of the air effort over time, but it is clear that 

this increase in the actual strike effort occurred while the overall burden in flying manned air 

sorties was sharply cut. The AFCENT sortie data show that manned strike sorties dropped from 
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21,900 to 8,196, or by 63%. Manned IS&R sorties dropped from 31,049 in 2019 to 12,716 in 2018, 

or by 76%. Airlift and air drop sorties dropped from 32,000 in 2013 to 12,738 in 2018, or by 39%. 

Tanker sorties dropped from 12,319 to 4,673, of by 62%. There is no doubt that remotely piloted 

aircraft sorties increased as well — although no such data are provided by AFCENT. Cutting back 

so much on heavy, high cost flier sorties had to make a massive reduction in the cost and operating 

burden on the Air Force. 

Once again, when it comes to policy options like staying in the war, or providing credible 

capabilities to enforce a peace, much will depend on the terms of any peace settlement. However, 

any peace plan must consider the fact that these air strike capabilities are cheaper to keep in the 

fight if there is no peace settlement, and that air strike power is much easier and faster to surge 

into Afghanistan, or from the outside, than land forces.  

Limiting civilian casualties will, however, be even more of an issue in the future, especially if 

there is a peace settlement. The positive side is that air strikes can now use far more sophisticated 

and lower explosive payload precision weapons than in Vietnam, and can be supported by far more 

advanced IS&R targeting systems if they are already in Afghanistan or nearby, and are truly rapidly 

deployable.  

War still kills, but U.S. air units have shown in both Afghanistan and Iraq that they can attack most 

targets while inflicting only limited civil casualties – and do so even in populated areas – provided 

that they receive effective guidance from the forces on the ground when carrying out ground 

support missions.  

Serious debates have also arisen over the numbers of civilian casualties to date. They have become 

both the subject of a propaganda war on the part of the Taliban, and the subject of a serious 

controversy between U.S. and UN assessments. This set of issues is addressed in detail in the 1225 

Report, and it is important to note the explanation it offers of the U.S. effort and the casualties that 

result: 

Preventing civilian casualties remains a top priority for U.S. forces. USFOR-A takes extraordinary measures 

to reduce and mitigate civilian casualties. USFOR-A recognizes and respects its moral, ethical, and 

professional imperative to reduce and mitigate these casualties, consistent with the law of war. USFOR-A 

uses reports of civilian casualties to determine if and how such losses of life could have been averted and to 

evaluate and improve upon its ability to protect civilians in the future.  

On May 1, 2019, DoD submitted to the Congress the report, entitled “Annual Report on Civilian Casualties 

in Connection with United States Military Operations,” pursuant to Section 1057 of the National Defense 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2018. In this report, DoD informed Congress that USFOR-A was 

responsible for 76 civilians killed and 58 civilians wounded in Afghanistan from January 1 to December 31, 

2018. Although DoD does not enumerate child casualties in its official reports to the Congress, the 

Commander, USFOR-A, confirmed that out of the total 134 civilian deaths and injuries in 2018 for which 

USFOR-A was responsible, 42 were children, including 31 killed and 11 injured.  

The RS Civilian Casualty Mitigation Team (CCMT), which collects civilian casualty data for the coalition, 

documented 1,512 total civilian casualties during the first quarter of 2019 (January 1 – March 31,2019), of 

which 401 were killed and 1,111 were injured. The CCMT relies primarily upon operational reports from the 

TAACs and the ANDSF. During the first quarter of 2019, the CCMT attributed 1,289 casualties (303 killed 

and 986 injured) to insurgents and terrorists; 84 casualties (36 killed and 48 injured) to the ANDSF; and 70 

casualties (47 killed and 23 injured) to U.S.-led Coalition forces. The CCMT attributed the rest of the 69 

casualties (15 killed and 54 injured) to other parties of the conflict.  

In contrast, the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan’s (UNAMA) latest report claimed that 

there were 1,773 civilian casualties for the same period in 2019, of which 581 were killed and 1,192 were 

injured. UNAMA reported that insurgents and terrorists were responsible for 963 casualties (227 killed and 
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736 injured). UNAMA also reported that the ANDSF were responsible for 305 casualties (115 killed and 190 

injured); and that international military forces were responsible for 232 casualties (146 killed and 86 injured). 

UNAMA attributed the remaining 273 casualties (93 killed and 180 injured) to other parties to the conflict.  

The difference in the reported numbers of civilian casualties between the CCMT and UNAMA is primarily 

due to different sources of information and different standards of evidence collection methodology. CCMT 

has access to a wider range of forensic data than such civilian organizations, including full-motion video, 

operational summaries, aircraft mission reports, intelligence reports, digital and other imagery, open-source 

media, social media, and other sources. CCMT’s civilian casualty assessment process requires that all reports 

of civilian casualties be initially assessed within 24 hours of receipt to identify quickly whether additional 

assessment will be necessary to determine whether the report is likely accurate. Allegations for which there 

is sufficient, reliable information are forwarded to the responsible operational command for additional 

review. These procedures allow USFOR-A to assess with a relatively high degree of confidence the 

circumstances of each report of civilian casualties. By contrast, the UNAMA reports rely primarily on human 

sources that may have only limited relevant information about an event, or, at times, may provide false 

information, including even about whether a casualty was a noncombatant civilian or a combatant.  

… U.S. and Coalition advisors continue to work closely with the Afghan Government to reduce civilian 

casualties by raising awareness of the importance of civilian casualty prevention and mitigation. Advising 

also focuses on practical measures the ANDSF can adopt at the tactical level to prevent civilian casualties. 

Since the beginning of 2017, RS has provided training to ANDSF in the prevention and mitigation of civilian 

casualties, focusing on accurate definition and identification of civilians during conflict and civilian casualty 

preventing. The training also addresses mitigation efforts during pre-operational planning, execution of 

operations, and post- operational consequence management, such as reporting, investigation, data collection, 

and victim assistance. In addition, U.S. advisors provide Afghan pilots with extensive training on the proper 

employment of weapons systems and their effects during all phases of flight training and provide pilots and 

units with training on proper employment of the Afghan rules of engagement.  

RS personnel meet with UNAMA staff every month to discuss RS assessments of UNAMA’s allegations of 

civilian casualties and to compare UNAMA and RS tracked casualties caused by insurgents and terrorists. 

The Deputy Commander, Resolute Support also meets monthly with UNAMA leadership. During this 

reporting period, COMUSFOR-A, met with United Nations Secretary-General’s Special Representative for 

Afghanistan and Head of UNAMA Yamamoto to discuss civilian casualties in Afghanistan during first 

quarter of calendar year 2019 (January 1 – March 31, 2019) and actions to mitigate them. It is important to 

note that since late 2018, USFOR- A increased military pressure in support of a negotiated settlement with 

the Taliban; this led to an increase in kinetic strikes and operations across Afghanistan.  

USFOR-A routinely halts combat operations in order to render aid to civilians in distress, often at 

considerable risk to its forces’ own lives, and USFOR-A regularly transports injured civilians, adults, and 

children alike, to U.S. medical facilities in Afghanistan for stabilization and treatment. Many of the civilian 

casualties are self-reported by USFOR-A, in adherence to military professional standards. It is also worth 

noting that, as the United Nations has documented, the Taliban routinely uses civilians as human shields and 

coerces civilians in order to use their dwellings, both to billet their fighters and to conduct attacks, thereby 

deliberately placing civilians in harm’s way. In order to continue creating conditions for an Afghan State that 

respects fundamental human rights, the United States and its partners must continue to fight the Taliban 

alongside efforts to negotiate peace.  

Moreover, DoD has a designated senior civilian official responsible for developing, coordinating, and 

overseeing compliance with DoD policies addressing civilian casualties resulting from U.S. military 

operations. DoD is in the process of developing an additional overarching policy to guide our forces’ efforts 

to minimize civilian casualties. During this reporting period, DoD hosted one senior and three working-level 

roundtables with key humanitarian and human rights organizations to inform and consult on the civilian harm 

mitigation policy. DoD is also developing capacity- building approaches to support partner nation 

development, including in Afghanistan, of standard operating procedures to avoid civilian casualties, to 

implement the law of war more effectively, and to collect, track, and analyze civilian casualty data.  

Department of Defense, Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan, June 2019, Report to Congress in 

Accordance with Section 1225 of the Carl Levin and Howard P. “Buck” McKeon National Defense 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2015 (P.L. 113-291), as amended, June 2019, pages 25-29. 
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These issues will become even more critical if the U.S. is to stay in Afghanistan, or provide 

contingency capabilities to use its best military tool to enforce a peace. They also raise some 

fundamental issues regarding the use of air strikes in both warfighting and peace enforcement.  

Most media, think tank, and NGO commentary on civilian casualties focus almost exclusively on 

short-term casualties or the casualties in a given attack. This makes each incident the natural 

subject of propaganda and political attacks to maximize or minimize civilian losses. It also focuses 

on incidents where it possible to attribute net casualties and method of attack to a given country 

and document the incident with some credibility. 

The approach tends to highlight the immediate impact of air strikes, and ignore the impact of 

constraints on air strikes in extending the length and intensity of war on cumulative casualties – 

and the creation of refugees and IDPs. Given the length and intensity of the Iraq, Syria, and Afghan 

Wars – and the past cost of failed peace agreements and peacekeeping exercises – more realistic 

ways need to be developed to assess and provide rules of engagement for air strikes.  

Some form of strategic triage needs to be applied. The ability to produce quicker and more decisive 

outcomes, and short wars with few cumulative casualties has to be considered as well. Air strikes 

have no special magic in forcing conflict termination, but focusing on the moment in one particular 

form of attack serves neither a humanitarian or military purpose. 

The Cost of War and Peace 

Like most aspects of the current U.S.-led peace effort, no serious attempt has been made to address 

either the current cost of the U.S. war effort, or the cost of staying in the war, or the cost of 

sustaining a meaningful peace. The problems have been further complicated by years of reporting 

on the cost of the war where it was never clear what elements of the air campaign, TDY assignment 

of ground troops, other forces outside Afghanistan, and Resolute Support, civil aid activity, and 

embassy staffing were being included, while – with the consent and knowledge of Congress – 

billions of dollars in Baseline Budget costs were included in Overseas Contingency Outlay (OC)) 

and War Cost data being provided by the Department of Defense. 

It seems likely that any credible audit of the costs of war now being reported at an official level 

would be significantly different from any cost data released to date. This makes it very difficult to 

provide even the roughest estimate of the annual cost of staying in the war. At the same time, no 

official source has defined the civil and military efforts the U.S. is now seeking to sustain if the 

peace agreement the U.S. desires should be reached, and there is no way to guess at what kind of 

peace might actually be eventually accepted. This is particularly important because the U.S. has a 

long and highly erratic history of making good on aid plans once a crisis or conflict is over – as do 

most of the world’s aid donors. 

For all the reasons cited earlier, Afghanistan presents an exceptionally difficult set of political, 

governance, and economic challenges for all four of the major options discussed earlier. There are, 

however, two sets of data that act as a further warning that both continuing the war and any credible 

peace plan need far better planning, programming, and budgeting. 

Figure Four shows a SIGAR analysis of the trends in U.S. spending on aid to Afghanistan from 

FY2012 to FY2019. It is a fiscal nightmare of sudden rises and falls and a level of program 

turbulence that shows effect management was virtually impossible. These funding “mountain 

ranges” raise critical questions about the planning and management of virtually all the programs 

shown, and the SIGAR and LIG examination of the effectiveness of many such efforts raise further 
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warnings. The kind of funding might suit a losing game of three card monte. It has no place in 

government. 

Figure Five shows the overall trend in war costs reported by the OSD Comptroller with a 

commentary by the Lead Inspector General. It only shows the totals for the military costs of the 

war, but it is clear just how unstable and inaccurate the public reporting on the cost of the Afghan 

War has been in the past. As such, it casts severe doubt on virtually all public analysis of the total 

cost of U.S. wars. 

Section Six of the June 2019 1225 Report does address the cost of the current defense effort in 

some detail, as well as allied and Afghan government contributions. It is frank in noting that, “The 

ANDSF continues to be funded primarily through annual congressional appropriations to the DoD 

via the Afghanistan Security Forces Fund (ASFF),” (p. 80). It also describes ongoing efforts to 

reform the contracting process for the support of Afghan forces, (p. 80) 

…One hundred and forty-three contracts were identified which support $4.3 billion of ANDSF requirements. 

Of these contracts, 45 of the largest contracts accounted for $3.9 billion of ASFF spending (90 percent); the 

remaining 98 contracts accounted for $409 million of ASFF spending. From October 2018 to March 2019, 

LTG Rainey's staff worked with the requirement owners in Afghanistan as well as the Defense Security 

Cooperation Agency (DSCA), the security cooperation and program management offices within the Military 

Departments, and the associated contracting commands to review the larger contracts. The CSTC-A is 

currently conducting a contract management review for the remaining 98 contracts.  

Although the contract review did not result in a formal report or document, the CSTC-A did identify areas 

for potential savings and organizational processes to improve requirements development, increase control 

and oversight of contracts, improve forecasting of various classes of supply, and reassess and improve 

contractor performance metrics. All of these efforts will enable the CSTC-A to make more resource-informed 

decisions and recommendations as it relates to contract management. The congressionally mandated 

Afghanistan Resources Oversight Council (AROC), which is co-chaired by representatives from the Under 

Secretaries of Defense for Policy, Acquisition and Sustainment, and Comptroller, will review and approve 

CSTC-A's recommendations for contract adjustments as they arise based on the respective contract periods 

of performance.  

The report does not go into allied funding in detail, but states that donor nations pledged about 

$900 million in annual funding for the ANDSF until the end of 2020 at the 2016 Warsaw Summit. 

It also notes that 34 allied nations have contributed nearly $2.8 billion to the NATO ANA Trust 

Fund since it was found in 2007 and that these nations contributed a total of $561 million to the 

NATF in 2018, exceeding pledged amounts by almost $200 million. 

The report summarizes the current Afghan government effort as follows (pp. 82-83), 

At the 2012 NATO Summit in Chicago, participants agreed that, as the Afghan economy and revenues grow, 

Afghanistan’s annual share of the cost of the ANDSF will increase progressively from at least $500 million 

in 2015, with the aim that it can assume, no later than 2024, full financial responsibility for its own security 

forces. At the 2012 exchange rate, $500 million equals about 25 billion afghani. The 2016 Afghan national 

budget allocated 24.7 billion Afghanis ($387 million) for the ANDSF, falling just short of the goal in afghani 

terms. In 2017, the Afghan national budget allocated 26.9 billion Afghanis ($396 million) and in 2018, the 

Afghan Government allocated 30.3 billion afghani ($445 million) for the ANDSF. In 2019, the Afghan 

Government plans to allocate 34.1 billion afghani ($448 million). Therefore, the Afghan Government has 

continued to meet its 2012 pledge. Given the persistence of the insurgency and continued slow growth of the 

Afghan economy, however, full self-sufficiency by 2024 does not appear realistic, even if levels of violence 

and, with it, the ANDSF force structure, reduce significantly. DoD continues to review the costs of ASFF-

funded programs to ensure responsible stewardship of U.S. taxpayers’ funds to address long-term 

affordability of the ANDSF.  
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Donor nations are working with the Afghan Government to implement economic reforms with a goal to 

increase economic growth and government revenues. Continued international support for economic 

development is based on the Afghan Government’s progress towards economic and social reforms necessary 

to remove constraints on private-sector investment to spur economic growth and job creation. \ 

Realistically, however, Afghanistan will remain reliant on the international community to fund its forces, 

even in a post-reconciliation environment. Afghan government funding for its MoD and MoI forces—about 

$500 million per year—is equivalent to about two percent of its GDP and about one fourth of total 

government revenues. It will be years before the Afghan economy would fully generate sufficient government 

revenues to finance a peacetime force, even if there was no more risk that terrorist groups could use 

Afghanistan as a safe haven.  

The 1225 report does not, however, describe future U.S. funding plans or requirements and does 

not provide insights into either the cost of sustaining the war or peace. It also should be stressed it 

exemplified the “hole in government” approach the U.S. government takes to civil and military 

operations. It does not consider civil operations and aid, or address the efforts of State and USAID 

– two U.S. government departments whose current public approach to analyzing — and planning, 

programming, and budgeting for —for the Afghan conflict seems to be to pretend that it doesn’t 

exist.  

Peace or War Without a Strategy, Transparency, or Credibility 

The U.S. is now fighting wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria where it has never had a clear grand 

strategy for entering the war or for winning a peace. This review is a warning. Discussing a peace 

in terms of negotiations rather than the ability to achieve a favorable and stable outcome borders 

on the absurd. Ignoring the need to plan effectively for a sustained civil-military effort is equally 

bad. 

As noted at the start, there are no good options, but there are always some bad options that offer 

more hope of success than others. So far, the U.S. seems to be incapable of addressing any of them 

properly and providing the transparency and level of planning and analysis that are critical to a 

functioning democracy. 
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Figure One: The World Bank Estimate of the Sheer Scale of the Problems in Afghan 

Governance
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Figure Two: Taliban Control in Afghanistan: The Bill Roggio-LWJ Estimate 

 

 

 
Source: Adapted from: Bill Roggio, Afghan government unable to administer 64 districts, Long War Journal, July 4, 

2019 | admin@longwarjournal.org | @billroggio  

 

https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/author/bill-roggio
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2019/07/afghan-government-unable-to-administer-64-districts.php
https://twitter.com/billroggio
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Figure Three: Cutting the U.S Presence in Afghanistan 

 

 

 

 
Source: Adapted from Heidi M. Peters and Sofia Plagakis, “Department of Defense Contractor and Troop Levels in Afghanistan 

and Iraq: 2007-2018,” Congressional Research Service, R44116 Updated May 10, 2019, pp. 6-7. 
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Figure Four: Sharp Rises in Combat Air Support Strikes, and Sharp Cuts in 

Manned Aircraft Sorties 

% Change in Airpower Statistics in Afghanistan from 2013-2018 

 
Percentage Change in Cumulative Total Manned Aircraft Sorties and Cumulative Number 

of Weapons Released (Manned and RPA Sorties) in Afghanistan from 2013-2019; Year-to-

Year 

 
Source: Adapted by Max Molot from data provided by source: AFCENT (CAOC) Public Affairs, as of April 30, 2019, 

afcent.pa@afcent.af.mil. 
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Figure Five: Erratic US Aid Spending by Major Category: 2012-2019 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, Reconstruction Update, April 30, 2019, pp. 59-67 
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Figure Six: FY2020 War Spending Plans  

   

The OFS Afghan War) request of $18.6 billion represents a slight increase from the $18.5 billion enacted in FY 2019.249 This 

includes $4.8 billion for the Afghanistan Security Forces Fund (ASFF), the primary funding stream that supports the ANDSF. This 

is a slight decrease from the $4.9 billion enacted for the ASFF in FY 2019. 

This funding covers the full range of ANDSF requirements, including salaries, equipment, weapons, ammunition, vehicles, training, 

facilities, food, and fuel. The budget assumes that the ANDSF will receive additional support of $273 million from the UN Law 

and Order Trust Fund for Afghanistan, $332 million from the NATO ANA Trust Fund, and $498 million from the Afghan 

government. 

The FY 2020 budget request reflects an important change in how the DoD accounts for OFS appropriations and expenditures. In 

previous years, the DoD Comptroller reported OFS requests and appropriations that exceeded $45 billion annually. However, this 

figure included activities that support the OFS mission but are not executed in Afghanistan and may be shared across the U.S. 

Central Command area of responsibility (such as logistics, transportation, intelligence, and equipment reset). The OFS accounting 

category also included funding for smaller OCO missions, including the Operation Pacific Eagle–Philippines and classified 

missions. 

In this year’s budget request, the DoD Comptroller adjusted the FY 2019 and FY 2020 OFS account to include only funds for 

combat operations in Afghanistan that will not be necessary after the cessation of hostilities. All enduring requirements that will 

continue following the end of combat operations, such as overseas basing, depot maintenance, and ship operations, are reported 

separately. Operation Pacific Eagle–Philippines and classified operations are included in the new “enduring requirements” 

category. 

Afghanistan Security Forces Fund (ASFF) ($4.8 billion): This request funds the sustainment, infrastructure, equipment, and training 

requirements for up to 352,000 members of the Afghan National Army and National Police as well as up to 30,000 Afghan Local 

Police. The request supports further development of the ANDSF as an effective and sustainable force to combat a resilient 

insurgency and as a reliable counterterrorism partner with the United States. A key element of the request is funding for the final 

year of the President of Afghanistan’s four-year ANDSF Roadmap to increase the capacity and combat effectiveness of the AAF 

and the ASSF and seize the initiative in the fight against insurgent and terrorist forces, strengthen and restructure Afghan Security 

Institutions, and facilitate a political settlement to the war.  

Source: OSD Comptroller, FY2020 Budget Overview, pp. 6.3-6.4, and Lead Inspector General Report to U.S 

.Congress, Operation Freedom’s Sentinel, January 1,2019-March 31,2019, pp. 47-48. 

 


