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“Clear, Build, Hold, Transfer”:
Can Obama’s Afghan Strategy Work?

C. CHRISTINE FAIR

Abstract: After years of policy neglect under the Bush administration, President
Barack Obama came into office with a firm resolve to achieve U.S. interests, vari-
ously defined, in Afghanistan. Most recently, Obama declared that by August 2011,
the United States will begin making a conditions-based transfer of responsibility
to Afghans under the mantra of “clear, hold, build, and transfer.” In this article, the
author evaluates the viability of this strategy. This article ultimately argues that
this approach will prove inefficacious and calls for an immediate reconsideration
of U.S. national security interests and appropriate contingency planning. Such
an exercise will likely direct policy attention away from Afghanistan and toward
Pakistan, where more U.S. security interests intersect than in Afghanistan.
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When President Barack Obama assumed the U.S. presidency in January 2009,
he inherited an Afghan policy in disarray. After eight years of engagement in

Afghanistan and Pakistan, the Bush administration never convened an interagency
assessment to develop a regional strategy for pacifying Afghanistan. In 2008,
the U.S. Government Accounting Office decried this appalling lack of strategy
toward Afghanistan as well as Pakistan in light of severe degradation of security
conditions in both countries.1 Finally, at the end of the summer of 2008, and
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after considerable criticism, the Bush administration conducted a net assessment
of the Pakistan and Afghanistan theatres. Other agency-specific reviews followed
suit.2 President Barack Obama expeditiously asked Bruce Riedel (a former Central
Intelligence Agency officer) to conduct a review of these reviews and develop a
policy toward Afghanistan and Pakistan. The emergent white paper was released
in March 2009 and called for an extensive state-building exercise aimed to buttress
the state capacity of the Afghan government at all levels.3

As the insurgency continued to gain momentum and after President Hamid
Karzai’s August 2009 reelection (amidst proven electoral malfeasance), Republi-
cans demanded troop increases to Afghanistan. Commander of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization’s (NATO) International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)
General Stanley McChrystal’s public calls for more troops buttressed—if not
outright instigated—the swelling political pressure for increased troop deploy-
ments. McChrystal’s subversion of the civilian chain of command was viewed
with distaste and anger in the White House.4 In response, Obama undertook an-
other thorough—and much-criticized—interagency review of the conduct of the
war, with the aim of developing a series of options, including a troop increase.5

After several months of deliberation, on December 1, 2009, Obama announced
a revised “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan” at West Point.6 In that
speech, Obama reaffirmed the core goal of disrupting, dismantling, and eventually
defeating al-Qaeda and preventing the organization’s return to either Afghanistan
or Pakistan. He explained that success will both require denying al-Qaeda safe
havens in both Afghanistan and Pakistan and reversing gains made by the Taliban
since 2002. However, it dramatically scaled back the state-building agenda. He
also announced the deployment of an additional 30,000 U.S. troops.7

To achieve these more modest goals, Obama articulated a three-pronged strat-
egy. First, Washington will “pursue a military strategy that will break the Tal-
iban’s momentum and increase Afghanistan’s capacity over the next 18 months.”8

The additional soldiers would secure key population centers as a part of a new
population-centered counterinsurgency (COIN) approach advanced by McChrys-
tal to provide improved capacity to train competent Afghan security forces to
permit a conditions-based, phased transfer of responsibility to the Afghans begin-
ning in 2011.9 Second, Obama emphasized that the United States needs to work
with its partners, the United Nations, and the Afghan people “to pursue a more
effective civilian strategy, so that the government can take advantage of improved
security.”10 In the wake of Karzai’s fraudulent election and increasing criticism at
home and abroad about his corrupt government, Obama was clear that “the days
of providing a blank check are over. . . . We expect those who are ineffective or
corrupt to be held accountable.”11 Third, Obama announced that “we will act with
the full recognition that our success in Afghanistan is inextricably linked to our
partnership with Pakistan.”12 (Unfortunately, the administration has yet to articu-
late a genuine strategy toward Pakistan to secure greater cooperation. However,
an evaluation of this issue is beyond the scope of this article.13)



“Clear, Build, Hold, Transfer” 115

The Obama administration has identified what it believes is an achievable end
state: a gradual, condition-based transfer of responsibility to Afghans beginning
in 2011, enabling the United States to begin downsizing the military effort and
establishing a more normal diplomatic presence there that focuses on development,
security assistance, and other forms of governance support. Under Obama, the
COIN mantra of “clear, hold, and build” has become “clear, hold, build, and
transfer.”

In this article, I assess the prospects for this strategy to begin fructifying by 2011
as planned and publicly stated. Although much ink has been spilled on the efficacy
of U.S. COIN approaches in Afghanistan before the announcement of “clear,
hold, build, transfer,” this new approach has received little scholarly attention.
Admittedly, at the time of writing in spring 2010, this strategy is relatively new,
and thus these arguments are necessarily preliminary and subject to reexamination
if and when contravening data emerge. This current analysis is further complicated
by a July 2010 change in NATO command. Following extreme insubordination by
ISAF Commander McChrystal, General David H. Petraeus assumed McCrystal’s
command and approach to “clear, hold, build, and transfer.” This article, written
before this change of command, assumes a general continuity of command. This
assumption is justified in considerable measure because Petraeus himself has
emphasized the continuity of the COIN strategy in Afghanistan.14 However, this
argument presents serious structural and well-known problems that have plagued
the COIN effort thus far.

Reversing the Taliban Momentum and Clearing Out the Insurgents?

There are essentially two fundamental elements of McChrystal’s military strat-
egy in Afghanistan promulgated in the spring of 2009. The first is more robust
commitment to pursuing a genuinely population-centric COIN approach, which
prioritizes protecting the population rather than killing the adversary. After many
years in Iraq and Afghanistan, the U.S. army finally developed and disseminated
its first-ever Field Manual on COIN (U.S. Army Field Manual 3–24 (FM 3–24)/
Marine Corps Warfighting Publication 3–33.5) in 2007.15 Despite the population-
centered doctrine articulated in FM 3–24, the COIN operations in Afghanistan
have not been population-centric. The Marjah offensive, which was commenced
in February 2010 in central Helmand, is purportedly the first test of McCrystal’s
renewed committment to population-centric COIN.16 At the time of writing, it is
too early to assess the success or failures of this approach.

The second element involves the employment of some of the additional troops
to escalate the production of Afghan National Security Force (ANSF) personnel
and, ideally, the quality of those personnel. The need for rapidly expanded numbers
of ANSF is due in part to the relatively inadequate numbers of international troops,
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as specified in FM 3–24. As of March 2010, there are some 86,000 international
troops in Afghanistan, with 45,100 in Regional Command South and 24,900 in
Regional Command East.17 (In addition, there are 6,300 in Regional Command
Capital, 5,895 in Regional Command North, and 4,600 in Regional Command
West.) These numbers are clearly far below the prescribed force levels per the
guidance of FM 3–24 for either the entire country (460,000–575,000 troops) or
simply for regional commands south and east (188,000–235,000 troops). In reality,
the numbers overestimate international forces’ combat capability because of the
“national caveats” that many European countries have emplaced that seriously
restrict their forces from engaging in offensive operations.18 The inadequacies of
the international military presence necessitates the induction of ANSF to clear
areas of insurgents and hold areas once cleared, which is needed to create the
conditions for “building” social, economic, and political structures in the area.
And the availability of robust ANSF is needed for the ultimate goal of transferring
security responsibility to Afghans. The subject of inadequate ANSF—in terms of
quality and quantity—has been well characterized elsewhere and are not further
elaborated in this article.19

Arguably, with the disposition of international troops and the current state of
the ANSF, the current strategy is not to conduct COIN, as tactically dictated by
FM 3–24, if for no other reason than that doing so is simply impossible with the
available resources. With the additional 30,000 U.S. troops and a small, as-of-
yet undetermined increment of international troops, the new “population-centric”
COIN strategy will focus on protecting ten population centers that would stop short
of an all-out assault on the Taliban while establishing conditions for longer-term
security, such as Kabul, Kandahar, Mazar-e-Sharif, Kunduz, Herat, Jalalabad, and
a few cluster of villages. In addition, military planners seek to retake important
agricultural areas that have been controlled by the Taliban, such as the Helmand
River valley (the objective of Operation Moshtarak in Marjah), as well as to
(re)secure key lines of control such as the Ring Road. At the same time, military
forces aim to maintain pressure on the insurgents in more remote areas by relying
on surveillance drones and Special Operations Forces who may be able to identify
pockets of Taliban and guide aerial attacks.20 Since taking charge as Commander
ISAF, McChrystal had issued orders to use excessive care in minimizing civilian
casualties as a part of his approach, emphasizing protecting populations over
killing enemies.21

As of August 2010, this full complement of additional troops has not yet been
inducted into the theater, in contrast to the Iraq “surge,” which was executed within
a few months. The reason for the prolonged induction of forces is the inadequate
military infrastructure that exists in Afghanistan to accommodate the increase. In
contrast, Iraq had numerous bases and airfields constructed by the Saddam Hussein
regime, which could support the rapid influx of troops. Thus, new facilities (bases,
billeting, etc.) need to be constructed. Moreover, complex logistical issues need to
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be resolved to support the expansion as much of the troop increase in Afghanistan
requires moving equipment from Iraq to Afghanistan, which is no easy feat. The
relatively slow induction of additional troops necessarily is a constraint on how
fast the United States can reverse Taliban gains.

There are numerous serious constraints to this effort to reverse Taliban
gains. “Clearing” areas of insurgents is inherently a fraught—if not outright
impossible—exercise irrespective of the numbers of international and available
Afghan security forces. U.S. military personnel interviewed by the author note
that clearing an area is nearly impossible, both because the Taliban blend in with
society and cannot easily be discerned and because many of the Taliban fled to
areas not occupied by security forces. For better or worse, weeks before com-
mencing Operation Moshtarak, coalition forces announced the looming offensive
to ensure that civilians would leave, with the hope of limiting civilian casualties.
While some insurgents chose to stay and fight, many simply “squirted out” and
became someone else’s problem. Given that insurgents are indistinguishable from
noncombatants, eliminating them requires intelligence and cooperation from lo-
cals who often distrust the coalition forces and ANSF or fear retribution from the
Taliban. For these reasons, Operation Moshtarak has thus far failed to “clear” the
area of insurgents, despite several months of fighting.

Holding: Can the Afghan National Security Forces Rise to the Task?

The second serious impediment to the strategy is the elusive goal of “holding,”
which has heretofore been very difficult in Afghanistan. The recent evacuation of
troops from the Korengal Valley in Kunar province—a well-known stronghold of
al-Qaeda—attests to the difficulty of “holding” terrain.22 The international military
presence has tended to argue that the failure to hold is due to a fundamental dearth
of troops on the ground. As is well-known, ISAF has sought to build up the ANSF,
which is comprised of the Afghan National Army (ANA), Afghan National Air
Corps, and the various elements of the Afghan National Police (ANP) forces (e.g.,
the uniformed police, border police, civil order police). As is also well-known, this
effort has been consistently undermined by inadequate trainers, ad-hoc training
approaches, and discordant bilateral donations of nonstandard equipment.23

Throughout much of the summer and winter of 2009, U.S. military planners
aimed to expand the ANSF to an end-strength of 400,000. Currently, the Afghan
National Army (ANA) has a purported strength of 100,130 personnel and the
Afghan National Police (ANP) somewhere near 80,000.24 Those numbers likely
significantly over-represent the actual strength of either force. International offi-
cials I interviewed in August 2009 concur that perhaps as many as 25,000 of the
police are “ghost police,” persons who are being paid for policing duties but who
may not actually exist. Both the ANA and ANP personnel are prone to taking a
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variety of unauthorized leave, and corruption affects the entire gamut of recruiting,
retaining, compensating, and training these two forces.25

This is not to say that there have not been successes since 2002. The ANA is
one of the most respected institutions in Afghanistan and is developing adequate
operational capabilities and effectiveness. This does not mean that the ANA is
free of corruption or as successful as is generally believed.26 Absent without leave
(AWOL) figures have declined. In May 2009, the AWOL rate was 9.1 percent,
which is still high, but represents an enormous improvement over previous years,
when it was as high as 40 percent.27 Department of Defense (DoD) officials report
that December 2009 was a boon month for ANA recruiting due to increased
pay, shorter enlistment contracts, hazard pay, and other inducements. Lieutenant
General William B. Caldwell, head of the Afghan training mission, reported that
in the first seven days of December more than 2,695 recruits signed up, compared
with 831 in September.28

However, enormous challenges remain. Some 90 percent of ANA recruits are
illiterate, compared with the national illiteracy rate of 75 percent. This means
that illiterate and nonnumerate ANA personnel are, at best, challenged by lo-
gistics (e.g., maintenance and supply of weapons, munitions, and spare parts),
cannot read maps (much less use geopositioning systems), cannot read manuals
for new—much less for complex—weapons (e.g., newly introduced U.S. M-4
rifles to replace AK-47s), or even record license plates. Analysts often under-
estimate the impact of illiteracy and lack of numeracy among “trigger pullers.”
In fact, the fundamental dearth of human capital in Afghanistan generally and
the ANSF in particular is proving to be an enormous challenge. These problems
are compounded further for the ANP, who are expected to file incident reports,
track license places, compile evidence, and perform other tasks that require police
personnel to read and write and perform basic math.29

Moreover, there are simple and elementary problems with numbers. With re-
spect to building the ANA, reenlistments remain a challenge, as does attrition due
to death, disability, and desertions. The turnover rate within the ANA is 25 percent;
however, DoD derivation of this figure is confusing and inconsistent over time.30

Thomas Johnson and Chris Mason report that when one does the simple calcula-
tions of recruits in and recruits out, at steady state, the ANA will be hard-pressed
to sustain a force of 100,000.31

Irrespective of the actual numbers of recruits that come into the ANA and
the ANP, and the ever-more aggressive production goals and expedited timelines,
training these recruits is rate limited by several persistent impediments. ISAF and
U.S. officials concede that there is a paucity of trainers for both the ANA and ANP.
The fill-rate for ANP mentors may be as low as one in three.32 Trainers for the
ANA are more adequate, reflecting the consistently higher priority that building
the ANA has enjoyed relative to the ANP. Whereas 3,314 persons are needed
for the ANA embedded training teams, the United States has fielded 1,655, and
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NATO countries have contributed 799. This permits 52 operational mentoring and
liaisons teams. However, there remains a shortage of 849 persons, for a fill-rate of
75 percent. DoD officials have conceded that the paucity of trainers has resulted
in trainee-to-trainer ratios that are too large to be effective. And not only is the
quantity of trainers a problem, so is the quality, especially for the ANP, which
has been largely mentored by DynCorp contractors whose performance has been
suboptimal.33

With respect to the ANP, the various international actors involved have used
varying and inconsistent since 2002. Indeed there is disagreement among these
actors about what kind of police force is needed by Afghanistan and over what time
horizon. For example, the United States has advocated a police training program
that will result in a paramilitary institution. Advocates of the approach contend
that Afghan police are needed for COIN operations now. Moreover, they argue
with considerable justification that the police are most exposed and vulnerable to
antigovernment forces (AGF) while, at the same time, they are less well-trained
and equipped to contend with these threats than is the Afghan army.

Police training has consistently received less attention and fewer resources than
the ANA. Germany was the lead nation after the Bonn Conference on International
Development Policy in 2002. The Germans focused on training relatively small
numbers of officers at the rehabilitated police academy while doing very little to
train the rank and file.34 The U.S. State Department stepped in with various ad
hoc attempts to retrain the existing police rank and file. The goals were modest
and aimed to provide elementary policing skills, such as crowd control during
election-related activities. The United States employed the U.S. private security
firm, DynCorp, to perform the training. The training went forward with little
institutional resistance in most places, with the exception of Herat province, which
was under the sway of Ismail Khan (the preeminent “warlord” of the area), who
refused to cooperate.

The “quick-fix” approach yielded very few fixes and was not necessarily quick.
While other troop-contributing countries have been uncomfortable with the U.S.
approach, they were unable to develop and resource alternative plans. In the
absence of a widely accepted scalable police-training program, various countries
engaged in bilateral training of ANP with different doctrines and approaches. They
also supplied various equipment platforms that were obsolete at worst or, at best,
contributed to a multitude of systems that rendered logistics (e.g., maintenance
and resupply) a heroic task. As such, these ad hoc approaches produced ANP
cadres of varying—albeit consistently low—quality and competence with respect
to training and equipping.35

The current approach to building and training the ANP is the U.S.-led Fo-
cused District Development (FDD). This program was initiated in late 2007. This
initiative enjoys some degree of support among the other international actors in
Afghanistan if for no other reason than others have been unable to offer alternatives
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to FDD. FDD was conceptualized to contend with police corruption at the district
level. Once a district has been selected (based on military priorities), all ANP are
pulled out for eight weeks of training. (Clearly, this is inadequate to deal with
corruption, ineptitude, illiteracy, etc.) They are replaced by the Afghan National
Civil Order Police (ANCOP), a national police force that ostensibly is not tied
to corrupt local officials, criminal syndicates, or AGFs. U.S. military interviewed
by the author claim that district residents are so pleased with the ANCOP that
they do not actually want their own police to return.36 In theory, once trained, the
ANP are supposed to be mentored for at least two months. In principle, this does
not happen. Moreover, FDD does not impart policing skills, rather paramilitary
training reflecting current—not future—operational requirements.37

Unfortunately, FDD does not require the Afghan government to deal with
the corruption in the first instance by removing corrupt officials (including dis-
trict governors among others). Recidivism is high. Given the paucity of police
mentors, FDD is moving slowly. As of the fall of 2009, police in only 55 dis-
tricts of eight provinces have been trained (Afghanistan has 34 provinces and
nearly 400 districts).38 According to officials at the Combined Security Transition
Command–Afghanistan (the lead training entity that has since been merged with
the NATO Training Mission–Afghanistan), the program could train all districts by
2014, conditional on receiving the resources it needs. This is, of course, unlikely to
happen given the meager international commitment to this effort. Moreover, given
the past success of FDD; recidivism; failure to deal with corruption at the political
level (which is the underlying problem with the police); and near exclusive focus
on paramilitary training at the expense of police training; the resultant police force
is unlikely to be appropriate for the future domestic security needs of Afghanistan.

Even if by some slim chance adequate trainers become available for ANA and
ANP training (made possible by the new surge), if the problems with FDD are
addressed, and if recruitment, retention, and attrition are improved, the Afghan
government is and will remain unable to pay even the recurring costs of its
current ANSF structure. Karzai anticipates that the West will have to pay for the
ANSF’s recurring annual costs of some $10 billion for at least two decades.39

As international troops withdraw, it remains to be seen whether or not partner
parliaments—much less the U.S.—congress will be willing to continue paying
these bills.

To contend with these sustained systemic problems in producing adequate
numbers and quality of ANSF, the United States has promoted a series of militia
programs palatably titled “Community Defense Initiatives.” While DoD officials
are loathe the use of the word “militias” to describe these and have introduced
neologisms in both Dari and Pashto for the awkward phrase, Afghans do use the
transliteration of the word “militia” and are dismissive of the rebranding efforts.
DoD officials, in explaining their vision, explain that these community defense
forces (or militias in Afghan parlance) are supposed to be extensions of the ANP
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controlled by the government of Afghanistan, and they will disband when the ANP
forces become competent. The same DoD officials contend that they will provide
training—but not weapons—to those communities that have formed “militias” to
counter the Taliban.

The DoD justifies this approach on multiple grounds. First, the DoD maintains
that there is an urgent need to secure the population in the face of inadequate
national or international security forces. Second, they argue (with little actual
understanding of Afghan institutions) that tribes and other local institutions are
legitimate providers of order and justice. Finally, the DoD claims that the Taliban
have co-opted tribes, subtribes, and clans, and thus the coalition forces have missed
this important opportunity to compete with the Taliban.40

Although it is tempting to dismiss this as a U.S. plan, some Afghan stakeholders
likely support this because they stand to benefit from the scheme, which will
essentially formalize the various commanders’ militias. (Recall that one of the most
important efforts from 2002 onward was cleansing the Ministry of Interior from
such commanders and their militias.) Indeed, former interior minister Mohammad
Hanif Atmar emphasized the need for such “community defense councils” at a
May 2010 meeting at the Atlantic Council in Washington, DC.41

Since “holding” cleared areas requires the presence of a capable ANSF, and
because this is critical to the desired end state of “transfer,” these limitations in
training the ANSF either suggest that this goal of transferring security responsi-
bility to the Afghans will not be met in many districts by 2011 without a serious
relaxing of standards to justify this “transfer.”

Building: Can the Afghan Government Deliver Governance?

While the addition of more troops has received considerable publicity, an
important and innovative complement to the Obama strategy is the so-called
“civilian surge.”42 Obama understood the need for a surge in civilian capacity
even as a presidential candidate. In July 2008, he said, “We cannot continue
to rely only on our military in order to achieve the national security objectives
that we’ve set. We’ve got to have a civilian national security force that’s just as
powerful, just as strong, just as well funded.”43

Obama retained Robert Gates as Secretary of Defense. Like Obama, Gates
believes “One of the most important lessons of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan is
that military success is not sufficient to win.” Rather, victory requires “economic
development, institution-building and the rule of law, promoting internal recon-
ciliation good governance, providing basic services to the people, training and
equipping indigenous military and police forces, strategic communications, and
more—these, along with security, are essential ingredients for long-term success.
. . . The Department of Defense has taken on many of these burdens that might
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have been assumed by civilian agencies in the past . . . But it is no replacement for
the real thing—civilian involvement and expertise.”44

The military is looking forward to civilians taking a greater role if not the lead
in state-building in Afghanistan. The military has long opined that the United
States needs an expanded civilian capability for such efforts, noting that, in the
absence of such a civilian capability, the military has had to take on these tasks.
There is a numerical reality that makes the U.S. military the public face of U.S.
diplomacy: The American Foreign Service Association in an October 2007 bulletin
explained that “the military has more band members than the State Department
has diplomats.45

In recognition that civilians are needed to help the Afghan government im-
prove government at the federal and local levels, Richard Holbrooke explained
in November 2009 that by the early weeks of 2010, he expected some 974 civil-
ians to be deployed to Afghanistan. If executed, this would be an unprecedented
civilian effort in Afghanistan.46 This civilian capability is an essential element of
McChrystal’s Commander’s Assessment, as further adumbrated in the U.S. Gov-
ernment Integrated Civilian-Military Campaign Plan for Support to Afghanistan.
This plan, drawing from guidance from both the U.S. embassy in Kabul and the
commander of U.S. Forces in Afghanistan, purported to be a collaborative U.S.
interagency product drafted in close consultation with ISAF, UNAMA, and other
partner nations.47

That document laid out a series of guiding principles that included the impor-
tance of assisting the Afghan government to assume a more effective leadership
role; increasingly directing resources to the subnational level, “where the insur-
gency draws strength through coercion and exploiting people’s dissatisfaction with
their government”48; unity of effort across all civilian and military components;
close collaboration with international partners; visible and measurable success;
and promotion of accountability and transparency within the U.S. government
as well as within the Afghan government and other partners in disbursing as-
sistance.49 Reflective of U.S. security interests, the plan identified the southern
provinces of Helmand and Kandahar, the heart of the insurgency, as primary focus
of interests, with the eastern area (e.g., Nuristan, Kunar, Nangahar) as a second pri-
ority area. The plan argues that “Securing the most unstable provinces will have a
cascading impact on the rest of the country.”50 The document also lays out “eleven
key Counter-Insurgency transformative effects.”51 U.S. effort will be focused at
three levels on achieving these effects: community, provincial, and national. At
each level, civilian-military teams will assess and prioritize the so-called transfor-
mative effects.52 This is the first serious move away from the long-standing model
of U.S. engagement of the Afghanistan government in Kabul toward serious focus
on subnational forms of governance.

To achieve these objectives, a greater number of civilians would have to be
deployed to Afghanistan to engage military counterparts. When Obama took over
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the White House in January 2009, there were only 320 civilians deployed by
the United States in Afghanistan, of whom only 67 served outside of Kabul. In
contrast, 388 persons from the “civilian surge” will be deployed in the provinces.

No doubt, this is an important shift in U.S. strategy and resources, and it may
result in enhanced governance. However, without a commitment from the Afghan
government at all national levels to govern and without a serious commitment
on behalf of the international community to impart skills and “work themselves
out of a job,” will the Afghan government be capable of delivering services at all
levels of government? What plans are in place to diminish Afghan dependence on
international programming and resources? Equally important, given the problems
with U.S. Agency for International Development and its well-known and widely
criticized model of employing layers of contracting with little or no accountability,
what guarantee is there that this expanded civilian effort will have salutary—much
less enduring—effects on Afghan governance capacity?

Reintegration without Reconciliation?

Perhaps the most controversial and least empirically defensible element of the
U.S. strategy to transfer responsibility to Afghans is the “reintegration” effort,
which comes out of the position of U.S. civilian and military leadership that the
United States cannot “kill” its way out of Afghanistan. U.S. officials are clear
that this “reintegration” effort is not tantamount to “reconciliation” and focuses
on providing financial incentives (e.g., job training and education) to low- and
mid-ranking Taliban commanders and foot soldiers.53 The State Department’s
January 2010 regional strategy document explains that that effort will “reach
out to communities, individuals and groups, coordinate protection, amnesty, and
support (such as employment) to those who reintegrate and disarm, and support
monitoring and re-radicalization mechanisms.”54 This is in contrast to the Karzai
government’s proposed plan for reconciliation, which some Afghans fear means
cutting a deal with the Taliban.55

There are some immediate concerns surrounding this initiative. First is the
assumption that undergirds this program—that those fighting for and with the Tal-
iban do so for nonideological reasons. Richard Holbrooke, United States Special
Envoy for Afghanistan and Pakistan defended the rationale for “reintegration” by
arguing that “. . . the people out there we are talking about [Taliban foot soldiers
and some low- and mid-level commanders] are not the ideological leaders. And
isn’t it a lot better to invite them off the battlefield through a program of jobs, land,
integration than it is to have to try to kill every one of them?”56 On another occasion
he claimed that “the overwhelming majority of these people are not ideological
supporters of Mullah Omar (the fugitive Taliban leader) and al-Qaida. . . . Based
on interviews with prisoners, returnees, experts, there must be at least 70 percent
of these people who are not fighting for anything to do with those causes.”57
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It is far from obvious that such interlocutors would be amenable to conceding
ideological motivations over more quotidian and less noxious motives such as
paucity of economic opportunities. At the most basic level, the assumption that
most fight for pecuniary reasons rather than ideological reasons (be they Islamist
committments or opposition to occupation by foreign forces) may be ill-founded.
In addition, given the social capital that fighters have accumulated, successful
efforts of convincing some Taliban to “reintegrate” (or more appropriately “in-
tegrate”) may require a face-saving mechanism to give up the fight with honor
and providing comprehensive substitutes for the various social amenities fighters
enjoy (e.g., status, security, honor, access to lucrative legal and illegal income
streams). Financial allurements and suspect promises of training and jobs may be
inadequate.58 At best it will be a testable hypothesis.

A second problem is the U.S. claim that its reintegration efforts depend on po-
litical leadership in Kabul, which prefers a policy of “reconciliation” rather than
“reintegration.” The former implies a political process and negotiation. Wash-
ington has clashed with Kabul and other partners over this issue. For example,
the United States rejected Karzai’s proposal (first made in November 2009) to
invite Taliban leadership—including Mullah Omar—to a national “Loya Jirga”
or “Grand Council” meeting aimed at achieving a peace agreement.59 In late
January 2010, Kai Eide, the outgoing United Nations special representative,
called on Afghan officials to seek the removal of at least some senior Taliban
leaders from the United Nations’ list of terrorists, as a first step toward open-
ing direct negotiations with the insurgent group.60 Holbrooke evidenced some
willingness to do so with low-ranking members. He was unwilling to enter-
tain easing up on the leaders of the insurgency (e.g., Omar, Gulbuddin Hek-
matyar) and claimed that, in any event, he “can’t imagine what would justify
such an action at this time . . . and I don’t know anyone who is suggesting
that.”61

Eide, for his part, expressed concern that while reintegration may be useful, it
may be inadequate, saying “I don’t believe it’s as simple as saying that these are
people who are unemployed, and if we find them employment they will go our
way. . . . Reintegration by itself is not enough.”62 He also expressed concern that
“while some rank-and-file Taliban may fight for economic reasons, he said, “the
motives of most were more complex. The Taliban’s leaders exert more control
over the foot soldiers than they are given credit for.”63

The discord over “reintegration” versus “reconciliation” between Washing-
ton and Kabul likely reflects greater strategic divergence between the two. The
Americans understand “reintegration” as “insurgent defection,” which may follow
successful clearing military operations or occur during the holding and building
phases. U.S. military officials have told this author that the U.S. military surge
is intended to reverse the momentum of the Taliban and to deliver decisive de-
feats to shift the cost-benefit calculus of foot soldiers and low- and mid-level
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commanders, such that they would become amenable to reintegration without a
political, negotiated process of reconciling with the government.64

Third, it is not clear who in Afghanistan wants either reconciliation or rein-
tegration. Many Afghans were appalled and dismayed when the United States
recuperated and rehabilitated old Afghan warlords from the “civil war” period in
late 2001 and early 2002. Afghan human rights groups (including women’s rights
groups) fear that any political accommodation with the Taliban will translate into
losses in hard-earned gains in respect for human rights. Afghans have reason to
worry. In late 2009 or early 2010, Afghanistan suddenly implemented a contro-
versial law, which gives immunity from prosecution to those Taliban who have
killed and maimed, provided that they lay down their weapons.

The amnesty law had been shelved for nearly two years after it was passed by a
slender parliamentary majority in 2007. (It is not clear exactly when and how the
law came into force, as Kabul has remained obfuscatory about it.) The law came
into force in advance of the January 2010 London conference on Afghanistan,
wherein Karzai announced his plans for reconciliation, and the international com-
munity agreed to support reintegration efforts financially. It was also passed in
advance of the much-awaited “peace jirga,” in which the government planned to
reach out to the insurgents. Karzai’s government likely saw this law as a neces-
sary if insufficient condition for the peace jirga to be successful in wooing the
insurgents. After being postponed, the peace jirga was finally held in June 2010
amid concerns within important cross-sections of Afghanistan regarding the com-
position of the jirga, the possible end-state of the jirga and its impact for human
rights advances made since 2011, as well as the outcome of the jirga itself.65 The
timing and goals of the government have motivated some Afghans’ apprehension
that the law was brought into force to permit Karzai’s push for a “quick peace
deal with insurgents.” The law also gives immunity from prosecution to all of
the country’s warlords—the former factional leaders—many of whom are loathed
by broad swathes of Afghans because of the atrocities they perpetrated during
Afghanistan’s 1990s civil war.66

Whether or not reconciliation and reintegration will bring about a conclusion to
the insurgency and long-deferred stability in any policy-relevant future is dubious.
Pakistan, as the main patron of the Taliban, believe the Taliban are Pakistan’s
only means to contain the Indian influence in Afghanistan and protect Pakistan’s
strategic interest in Afghanistan. Pakistan has kept its cards close to its chest. While
Pakistan publicly frets that the international community will leave Afghanistan
and bequeath to Pakistan evermore domestic instability, arguably Pakistan is the
biggest beneficiary of such a departure as Afghanistan will again be vulnerable
to Pakistani interference. The departure of international military forces will also
ex post facto legitimize Pakistan’s long-standing policy of supporting the Taliban
even while being remunerated for being a partner in the very war on terror it has
undermined.67
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Conclusion: Implications for “Transfer”

While it is true that coalition forces—with or without ANSF assistance—have
never lost a battle against the insurgents, it is unclear whether or not they have
ever “cleared” the area except temporarily. Given the focused areas of operations
due to troop paucity, at most they “clear” the insurgents largely by pushing them
into other areas. Therefore, “holding” an area once “cleared” is critical to ensuring
that the insurgents do not return to that locality. (This has been the case with
Operation Moshtarak in Marjah, for example.) Clearly, the international and ANA
troops cannot stay indefinitely in an area if they are to move to other locations as
planned. This means that holding will have to become a function of local Afghan
police. Given the quality and quantity of ANP, “holding” is likely as unlikely to
fructify as “clearing.”

If clearing and holding are illusory objectives, what prospects exist for “build-
ing,” which ultimately requires the Afghan government to effectively operate at
federal, provincial, district, and subdistrict levels? In principle, “building” can be
assisted by the international community and, indeed, at long last, the international
community has learned that this is likely a civilian—not military—function. How-
ever, the goal must be skill transfer to enable the Afghan government to provide
this function at subnational (i.e., district and subdistrict) levels, where the insur-
gents prevail. Ministerial capacity building remains a challenge both because it
has received far fewer human and other resources and also because the ministries
themselves exhibit differing levels of commitment to being competent service
providers rather than direct access to a variety of illegal activities.68 Addressing
the pervasive corruption is no doubt going to be a necessary element of any strat-
egy to undermine Taliban credibility and, over time, to increase confidence in the
government at all levels.69

Pacification ultimately requires that some insurgents defect and become willing
to reintegrate. Here too the strategy does not inspire confidence. Even if insurgents
are fighting for pecuniary reasons, they have established social capital through
fighting and have acquired a social network that confers prestige, safety, and
access to licit and illicit activities among other group amenities. Some face-saving
method is necessary to reintegrate these combatants, and these social goods need
to be substituted by other structure.

There are more fundamental problems with the application of FM 3–24 to
the Afghan theater. The manual largely derives lessons from failed past COIN
efforts and has never been validated with certitude. The so-called successes in Iraq
are highly contested, and the actual outcome of the doctrine’s employment will
become clear only with the luxuries of hindsight and the passage of time. Equally
problematic are the insurgencies from which FM 3–24’s prescriptions are derived.
In those insurgencies there was a state (albeit a colonial one). The instigators
were nationalist intellectuals whom the rural population viewed as outsiders. This
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enabled COIN forces to separate insurgents from these populations. Application
of FM 3–24’s “population-centric” approach is unlikely to succeed in Afghanistan
because the insurgency shares none of these features and because it underestimates
the degree of support that the Taliban enjoy in the Pashtun belt. These factors
suggest that “clearing” an area of insurgents will be extremely difficult if not
impossible.70

Without meaningful progress in clearing, holding, and building, transfer of
responsibility to Afghans and the concomitant ability to establish a normal
U.S.-Afghan bilateral relationship by 2011 seems far removed. This suggests
that 2011 is either not a realistic timeline that will be extended, or the conditions
for transfer will be downgraded to accommodate the political demands for troop
withdrawal, suggesting that long-term stability will continue to elude Afghans
even after nine years of unprecedented international financial commitments and
significant loss of international and Afghan lives.

This analysis of the enduring structural challenges to “clear, hold, build, and
transfer” suggests that this more modest approach likely will not proffer stability
in Afghanistan, even if some minimal conditions for transfer are established. Ac-
cepting these post-COIN realities demands serious contingency planning, which
has yet to occur.

Such contingency planning should not be confused with the now-lapsed de-
bates within parts of the U.S. government between the counterterrorism approach
articulated by Vice President Joseph Biden, which focuses on al-Qaeda, and the
more sweeping COIN approach, which focuses on the Taliban that has ultimately
become policy. Three key questions, among potential others, should motivate such
contingency planning: (1) What are key U.S. national security interests in the re-
gion; (2) is a defeat of the Taliban genuinely such an interest; and (3) where are
the threats from al-Qaeda, and how can they be defeated if the Taliban are not?

Honest answers to these questions will likely point away from Afghanistan
and toward Pakistan, where more security interests intersect than in Afghanistan.
However, because U.S. troops are in Afghanistan, Pakistan remains a secondary
support theater in which the United States has failed to articulate a coherent
strategy to mitigate the threats from local, regional, and international terrorism,
as well as nuclear proliferation. Unfortunately, Washington has simply failed to
articulate a consensus set of answers to these fundamental questions. Until it does
so and forges appropriate contingency plans, the United States and its allies will
remain insecure from the myriad threats emanating from the region.
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