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Afghanistan at Peace or Afghanistan in Pieces – Part One: The First 

Phase 

Anthony H. Cordesman 

In fairness, Secretary Pompeo made it clear when he announced the first steps towards a peace 

agreement that, “the United States has secured separate commitments from the Islamic Republic 

of Afghanistan and the Taliban to hold negotiations for peace.” He made no reference to a full 

peace plan with any major details. Currently, however, far too much of the coverage given to his 

announcement has focused on the conditions which allowed the start of such negotiations – as if 

they provided a coherent plan for the future.  

As has been noted in a previous Burke Chair analysis, far too many of the steps proposed to date 

are reminiscent of the U.S. failures in Vietnam. They ignore the current state of Afghan forces, the 

lack of unity within the Afghan government, Afghan dependence on outside aid, massive problems 

within the Afghan economy, and the quality of Afghan governance. This previous analysis, 

entitled, Afghanistan: “Peace” as the Vietnamization of a U.S. Withdrawal?, is available on the 

CSIS website here. 

Most of the media’s reaction to the announcement of a peace process agreement ignores a wide 

range of these issues and has only focused on the immediate military implications of the 

agreement to enter negotiations. This commentary focuses on the three critical limits in the 

official reporting and media coverage of these military developments: 

1. Underestimating the real size of U.S. forces in (and for) Afghanistan. 

2. Ignoring the critical role of forward train and assist forces and airpower. 

3. Failing to examine the importance of the role played by our allies. 

Looking at the Real Size of U.S. Military Forces in Afghanistan 

One key problem in assessing the peace process is the scarcity of necessary information – resulting 

from the lack of unclassified figures on the size and role of the U.S. military civilian forces that 

now support the Afghan war effort inside and outside of Afghanistan, and also from the current 

unclear number of personnel that still plays a critical combat role in directly supporting Afghan 

combat operations and the U.S. bombing and unmanned combat aerial vehicle (UCAV) effort.  

What is clear from both Inspector General and media reporting is that U.S. special forces, U.S. 

train and assist brigades, and U.S. intelligence personnel have been critical to the survival of 

Afghan forces since the United States and its allies withdrew most of their combat forces. Their 

operations on the ground – and by U.S. airpower – have also compensated for the fact that the 

Afghan Air Force is far too small and limited in effectiveness to give Afghan forces the support 

they need to secure urban areas – but also to simply survive. 

Press reports estimate that there are still some 12,000 U.S. military personnel in Afghanistan, and 

the agreement to enter into actual peace negotiations calls for the United States to bring these 

numbers down to 8,600 troops in 135 days – with NATO also decreasing at a proportionate level 

and with the timeframe that all forces will leave within 10 months. At the same time, it calls for 

some 5,000 Taliban fighters to be freed in exchange for some 1,000 Afghan government fighters 

and officials “by March 10, 2020, the first day of intra-Afghan negotiations.” 

https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/20200123.Peace_Vietnamization.7_0.pdf?A.0Cz9pPOAVHI_AzWZWkM30O54DBQzkh
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Bringing U.S. troop numbers down to 8,600 will cut the total number of U.S. military personnel 

by at least 28%, but – as noted earlier – there are serious problems with the current 12,000 number. 

The real number is probably well over 13,000. The 12,000 figure does not include CIA and other 

civilian elements, and evidently it does not include the military personnel in some Special Forces 

and other combat elements whose presence is not counted officially because these personnel are 

said to be on “temporary” duty. It also does not cover the personnel involved in air operations from 

outside the country.  

Counting military personnel also grossly underestimates the real size of the current U.S. force 

posture actually in Afghanistan. A massive number of DoD contractor personnel, illustrated by the 

chart below, totaled at 26,545 personnel in the first quarter of 2020, is only composed of 22% of 

contractors who are actually Afghan. Many of these contractors perform roles similar to those of 

uniformed military personnel in previous wars, and if the 12,000-person figure for actual 

uniformed military was correct, the real total for U.S. personnel would be 38,545 – and there would 

be 2.2 times more contractors than actual U.S. military personnel.  

Presumably, the Taliban will insist that the U.S. drawdown includes all foreign contractors and 

must occur at the same rate as cuts to the U.S. military. They will count all CIA and Special Forces, 

regardless of whether they are on temporary duty. As a result, the United States will have to close 

some of the seven bases that the United States officially recognizes – as well as other unnamed 

bases and facilities – as it draws down because the United States will lack the personnel to maintain 

them on an operating level or to provide proper security.  

Such base and facility closings and run downs will be as important in some ways as the personnel 

cuts. The United States now relies on such bases for its ability to use airpower and to support 

Afghan forces on the ground. The New York Times reports that key bases include bases in Herat 

Province, Mazar-a-Sharif, Bagram, Jalalabad, Kabul (both the airport and the main American base 

next to the embassy), and Kandahar Airfield in the south. Open source reporting also indicates that 

they include posts used by the CIA, such as Camp Chapman in eastern Afghanistan. 

Each base that closes – or becomes a hollow shell of its former capabilities – will sharply reduce 

both the operating capabilities and the U.S. ability to redeploy in an emergency. 

Each new phase of the cuts will also force the United State to reprioritize the missions of those 

who remain. Even cutting down to 8,600 personnel raises serious questions as to how well the 

United States can provide the kind of advice and support to Afghan combat forces in the field that 

it is currently providing, or anything to the same degree of area coverage and support of actual 

combat operations. It will force cuts in U.S. personnel that now provide cadres, air support, or 

contingency support that are critical to Afghan “independent operations,” and 8,600 is only the 

beginning of a process which – if successful – will remove all U.S. military forces within 14 

months. 
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Source: “Contractor Support of U.S. Operations in the USCENTCOM Area of Responsibility,” DOD, January 2020, 

https://www.acq.osd.mil/log/PS/.CENTCOM_reports.html/5A_January_2020.pdf 

 

The U.S. Air Role to Afghanistan is Critical 

As the previous section notes, almost all of the media coverage of the size of U.S. forces in 

Afghanistan focuses on total uniformed personnel in the country. It ignores civilians, contractors, 

and uniformed personnel outside of the country – not to mention those uniformed personnel that 

are counted in unclassified data. More broadly, however, it ignores what these personnel actually 

do and their impact on Afghan capabilities.  

This “ignorance” is critical in shaping both the current level of Afghan capability to defeat and 

defend against the Taliban, and it also affects the speed with which the United States can return 

and redeploy – if such a return is needed and if the United States is willing to act. It seems fair to 

point out that total “manpower” has never been a particularly meaningful measure of military 

capability. Throughout human history, force quality – training, readiness, technology and 

weapons, tactics, and strategy – have been decisive – even in the face of far superior enemy 

numbers. 

In the case of Afghanistan, a relatively small number of U.S. military advisors, combat personnel, 

and intelligence operators have played a critical role in providing the expertise and leadership still 

needed by even the elite Afghan ground and counterinsurgency forces. Although these Americans 

have been out in harm’s way, their presence has been critical to improve the capabilities of Afghan 

ground forces and to avoid major defeats while still holding key populated areas. 

The most critical element of U.S. support , however, has been a major increase in U.S. manned 

and unmanned air strikes – some coming from as far away as Qatar – and a massive increase in 

the use of unmanned aerial cameras (UAC), drones, and other intelligence assets in providing 

surveillance, targeting, and other data on threat forces. Much of this intelligence, surveillance, and 

reconnaissance (ISR) effort has come from outside the country, but critical elements come from 

within – and even the best Afghan Army forces still often provide poor targeting and intelligence 

capabilities that end up killing civilians instead of the enemy. 

The scale of the U.S. air effort is hard to put into perspective because no unclassified data is 

available on the size of unmanned aerial intelligence efforts or on the relative effectiveness of U.S. 

strikes compared to the number of strikes executed. It is painfully obvious, however, that the only 

reason Afghan forces have not lost provincial capitals and major areas is due to the massive rise 

https://www.acq.osd.mil/log/PS/.CENTCOM_reports.html/5A_January_2020.pdf
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in U.S. air strikes that are still being deployed even after most U.S. and allied ground forces left 

Afghanistan. 

This rise is air activity, shown in the chart below, makes it brutally clear that Afghan forces made 

no progress in reducing their dependency on U.S. airpower in 2019. At the same time, the United 

States has so far failed to mention the impact that the peace process will have on the future role of 

U.S. airpower – manned or unmanned – and the role of U.S. ISR coverage.  

To put it bluntly, this leaves the most important single current aspect of the U.S. military effort in 

Afghanistan totally unaddressed in the unclassified reporting on the proposed peace process – and 

virtually uncovered by the U.S. media. Manpower may be uncertain, but (with some exceptions 

like the article in the Washington Post referenced below) airpower has largely been treated as a 

“mystery” whose importance can be largely disregarded.  

There has also been far too little attention to the fact civilian casualties from air strikes continue to 

rise, although proper U.S. rules of engagement – especially Afghan management of requests for 

air support – should have been able to reduce such fatalities. At least some of the causes seem to 

lie in the fact that Afghan forces cannot properly target and limit collateral damage – which could 

be a rising problem as U.S. forces leave. 

U.S. Airpower as a Critical Key to the Survival of Afghan Forces 

 

 

United States Air Forces Central Command Combined Air Operations Center, “Combined Forces Air Component Commander 

2013-2019 Airpower Statistics,” January 31, 2020, 

https://www.afcent.af.mil/Portals/82/Documents/Airpower%20summary/Jan%202020%20Airpower%20Summary.pdf?ver=2020

-02-13-032911-670  

 

https://www.afcent.af.mil/Portals/82/Documents/Airpower%20summary/Jan%202020%20Airpower%20Summary.pdf?ver=2020-02-13-032911-670
https://www.afcent.af.mil/Portals/82/Documents/Airpower%20summary/Jan%202020%20Airpower%20Summary.pdf?ver=2020-02-13-032911-670
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Sarah Dadouch, Susannah George, and Dan Lamothe, “U.S. signs peace deal with Taliban agreeing to full withdrawal of American 

troops from Afghanistan,” Washington Post, February 29, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/afghanistan-

us-taliban-peace-deal-signing/2020/02/29/b952fb04-5a67-11ea-8efd-0f904bdd8057_story.html 

 

What Happens to NATO and Allied Forces? 

Allied forces have played a far smaller role than U.S. forces in directly supporting Afghan forces 

in recent combat, but they have been a key factor in supporting Afghan security and providing 

other forms of aid. They also have greatly reduced the need for the United States to provide support 

forces and play a role in the more secure areas of the country. As the NATO Resolute Support 

webpage notes,  

The Resolute Support Mission currently consists of more than 16,000 troops from 38 NATO Allies and 

partners. Qatar and the United Arab Emirates have attended the meeting on Afghanistan at the level of Heads 

of State and Government on 12 July 2018 and have been invited to attend the meetings on Afghanistan at the 

level of Ministers of Foreign Affairs on 5 December 2018 and of Defence Ministers on 27 June and 25 

October 2019, and 13 February 2020. Both are finalizing the details of their respective offers to the Resolute 

Support Mission.  

The mission operates with one ‘hub’ (Kabul/Bagram) and four ‘spokes’ (Mazar-e-Sharif in the north, Herat 

in the west, Kandahar in the south, and Laghman in the east). It carries out training, advice and assistance 

activities in support of the Afghan government’s four-year security roadmap (launched in 2017), which aims 

to increase the effectiveness and accountability of the Afghan national security forces and institutions. The 

roadmap focuses on leadership development, fighting capabilities (with an emphasis on the Afghan special 

operations forces and the air force), unity of command and fighting corruption. The mission also performs 

supporting functions in several areas. These include: operational planning; budgetary development; force 

generation process; management and development of personnel; logistical sustainment; and civilian oversight 

in order to ensure the Afghan security forces and institutions act in accordance with the rule of law and good 

governance.  

Those countries not contributing troops to the Resolute Support Mission are supporting this mission in 

different ways, as well as the broad effort to strengthen the sustainment of the Afghan National Defence and 

Security Forces (ANDSF) in the long term.  

Beyond this training, advice and assistance mission, Allies and partner countries will also contribute to the 

financing of the Afghan National Defence and Security Forces, and will enhance the Enduring Partnership 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/afghanistan-us-taliban-peace-deal-signing/2020/02/29/b952fb04-5a67-11ea-8efd-0f904bdd8057_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/afghanistan-us-taliban-peace-deal-signing/2020/02/29/b952fb04-5a67-11ea-8efd-0f904bdd8057_story.html
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with Afghanistan, by strengthening political consultations with the country and by strengthening practical 

cooperation in areas of specific interest for Afghanistan.  

It is important to note that 37 other nations play a role in supporting the Afghan government, and 

they provide 8,551 out of the 16,551 uniformed personnel (less contractors) in Resolute Support 

in February 2020 – which totals to 52% of all personnel. They are also equal to 71% of total U.S. 

military personnel if one does accept the 12,000 personnel figure. 

The current numbers each allied country contributes are shown in the chart below. There has been 

no official discussion of their future role or how to phase their personnel out on a proportionate 

basis over time. In fact, it is unclear that the countries involved were ever consulted in detail, which 

is scarcely a clear basis for negotiating a withdrawal of all outside forces. 

NATO’s Resolute Support Mission: Troop Contributing Missions 

 

  
NATO, “Resolute Support Mission (RSM): Key Facts and Figures,” February 2020, 

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/2/pdf/2020-02-RSM-Placemat.pdf  

 

It is equally important to note that many of these countries – and others who do not provide troops 

but do provide aid – have played a critical role in providing military and economic aid to the 

Afghan government. In the case of the Afghan Army Trust Fund, they have provided some $3.02 

billion out of a total of $3.06 billion in aid by January 31, 2020.  

More generally, they have helped the United States provide military and civil aid that current 

World Bank reporting, shown in the following chart, demonstrates monetary support which is well 

over half of the U.S. civil and military budget of the Afghan Government – a critical contributor 

to Afghanistan’s ability to maintain its current economy, employment, and the functioning 

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/2/pdf/2020-02-RSM-Placemat.pdf
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elements of its government. Afghanistan’s only major economic activities today – aside from 

agriculture – are war and drugs. The World Bank notes that, 

The international community is currently planning for a potential political settlement in Afghanistan. 

Negotiations may bring opportunities for significant reductions in violence. Government and development 

partners are considering how to support, consolidate, and sustain any reduction in violence following a 

potential political settlement, through humanitarian, development, and reintegration programming. This note 

provides an analysis of overall medium-term financing needs and identifies implications for ongoing grant 

support and post-settlement programming.  

Public expenditure in Afghanistan is already at high and unsustainable levels. Total public expenditure is 

equal to around 58 percent of GDP, much higher than average for a low-income country. Revenues have 

grown rapidly over recent years, but still fall far short of what would be required to support expenditure at 

current levels. Total revenues are currently equal to only around US$2.5 billion dollars per year, while total 

expenditures are equal to around US$11 billion per year. 

Total financing needs are likely to remain at close to current levels. Aggregate future financing needs are 

driven by expenditures on: i) security; ii) core government services and infrastructure; iii) new public 

investments required to support accelerated economic growth; and iv) post-settlement programming 

initiatives to consolidate and sustain apolitical settlement, such as community development and job creation 

schemes. Aggregate financing needs are expected to remain close to current levels. Declines insecurity sector 

expenditure will be offset by the need for increased civilian spending to support a rapidly-growing population 

and facilitate faster economic growth. 

…Under a baseline scenario of continued slow economic growth and moderate improvement in revenues, 

grant needs would range between US$5.8 billion and US$7.6 billion per year. US$5.8 billion per year would 

be sufficient to finance maintenance of existing services and gradual expansion of infrastructure in line with 

population growth.US$7 billion per year would be sufficient to finance current services and infrastructure 

with additional investments to support more-rapid growth (including human capital and infrastructure 

improvements). US$7.6 billion per year would be sufficient to meet current infrastructure and service costs, 

finance growth-enhancing investments, and provide resources for additional programs to sustain and 

consolidate peace, including through expanded community development and job creation programs.  

A precipitous decline in grant resources, however, would force very difficult trade-offs between important 

policy objectives. A precipitous reduction in either security or civilian grants would force a choice between: 

i) sustaining security spending; ii) maintaining the delivery of basic government functions (such as social 

services and infrastructure); iii)undertaking required public investments to support faster economic growth 

and poverty reduction; and iv) delivering short-term benefits to Afghans following a political settlement to 

help to sustain and consolidate peace. Benefits of short-term post-settlement programming are likely to be 

short-lived if they come at the cost of continued investment in the basic functions of government and the core 

service delivery mechanisms that have been built up since 2001. 

The current peace process is fragile enough already – fragile to the point where failure seems more 

likely than success. It is all too obvious from the World Bank analysis that no security settlement 

can sustain a peace without massive continued aid, which the World Bank estimates will cost a 

minimum of $4.6 billion to $6.4 billion a year. 

Disregarding these restraints – the sensitivities of allies and donors as well as the economic realities 

necessary to create and sustain a workable peace – is not the path to success. It cannot create the 

flow of aid that can help bring and keep the Afghan government and the Taliban together, or ensure 

that the Afghan government has the resources to survive in some viable form as it reaches some 

type of settlement with the Taliban.  
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The Security and Civil Budget Must Remain Dependent on Outside Aid for 

Any Chance of a Successful Peace with the Taliban 

Government Could Not Have Survived without Grants Dominating Financing of Budget in 

2019 

 
Grants Supported Critical Amounts of Afghan Civilian and Military Spending in 2019 

  
Estimated Aid Needs Per Year 2020-2024 to Finance a Successful Peace 

 

World Bank, Financing Peace, Fiscal Challenges for a Post-Settlement Afghanistan, II, 3,5, December 01, 2019, 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/776581575555846850/Financing-Peace-Fiscal-Challenges-and-

Implications-for-a-Post-Settlement-Afghanistan 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/776581575555846850/Financing-Peace-Fiscal-Challenges-and-Implications-for-a-Post-Settlement-Afghanistan
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/776581575555846850/Financing-Peace-Fiscal-Challenges-and-Implications-for-a-Post-Settlement-Afghanistan

