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BEATING A RETREAT

Prospects for the Transition Process in Afghanistan

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The US and its allies in NATO are now beating a
retreat from Afghanistan. Although there are plans
for a continuing US-led counterterrorism strategy
in the region, the phased transfer of full
responsibility for security, governance and
development to the Afghan government, its forces
and people is underway. But after one year of a
transition process that started in 2011, and will
officially be completed by the end of 2014,
concerns are mounting over the formidable
challenges facing the transition and whether it will
succeed in delivering its objective: a self-sustaining
Afghan state.

The intervention by the US-led coalition in
Afghanistan has been shaped by the fact that it
was based on two related agendas: to counter
terrorism and to build a viable state to prevent
Afghanistan again becoming a haven for Al Qaeda
and its associates. These agendas have never been
fully reconciled and have often acted at cross
purposes. Despite claims by some Western
diplomats that the international engagement in
Afghanistan has been over-ambitious in scope, in
reality the state-building process was never given
the fighting chance it needed to succeed and that
the majority of Afghans, wanting stability and
development, had expected and hoped for.

The intervention veered from ‘too little too late’ in

its crucial early years, to one of ‘too much too late’.

This peaked in 2010 with the temporary

commitment of additional US military and financial
resources to enable an intensified
counterinsurgency (COIN) military campaign that
prominent figures in the US military had argued
would avert a highly damaging defeat while saving
Afghanistan from itself. These efforts, however,
still failed to tackle the causes underlying the
country’s deepening problems.

Growing opposition within key NATO member
states to a continuing military engagement in
Afghanistan, donor fatigue and the global financial
crisis are critical factors informing the statements
by Western diplomats that now stress the limits of
what the international community will guarantee
in Afghanistan. The transition strategy is presented
by them as a realistic and responsible one, on the
basis that by 2015 the Afghan government and
security forces will be in a position to take
responsibility for security, governance and
development at levels that are ‘good enough’ to
ensure reasonably positive prospects for stability.

However, to succeed in reaching its objective, the
transition process cannot be divorced from actual
conditions on the ground with respect to security,
governance and development. Implementation of
the transition without these conditions being
sufficiently in place, in combination with the
brevity of a transition timeline that is likely to be
accelerated further, increases the risk of the
Afghan state’s collapse and with it, the prospect of
strategic failure for NATO. In the rush to get out of
the quagmire that Afghanistan has become, the US



Barbara J Stapleton: Beating a Retreat

and other NATO member states may be preparing
the ground for more instability there, rather than
less.

The predicament now facing the US and its NATO
allies is that, while weighing the costs of failure in
Afghanistan that would have profound effects on
the region and beyond, political pressure is
mounting domestically for a swifter exit. Increasing
Afghan hostility to the international military
presence poses a further dilemma, decreasing
NATO’s room for manoeuvre over the option of
extending the transition timeline. The violent
Afghan response in February 2012 to the discovery
that copies of the Quran had been incinerated on a
US military base and the massacre of 17 Afghan
civilians, allegedly by one US soldier in March 2012,
have further strengthened perceptions among
some Western policy-makers that the international
military exit from Afghanistan should be expedited.

The ten-year ‘Enduring Strategic Partnership
Agreement’ (SPA) signed by the US and Afghan
Presidents on May 1 this year lacks clear
guarantees or consequences should the
commitments made therein not be met. The
Agreement is only a first step in a further twelve
month long negotiating process between the two
governments on the exact nature of the Afghan/US
military relationship. This is likely to prove an even
more fraught process than reaching the SPA, with
key aspects, such as the question of the legal
immunity of US forces in Afghanistan after the end
of 2014, to be decided.

NATO/ISAF efforts are focused on the mainly
military process that is governing the phased
security transition and on setting in place the
security conditions for a self-sustaining Afghan
state. The main strands of its transition strategy
are to reduce the insurgent threat in order to
improve security and theoretically enable the
Afghan government to expand governance and
service delivery throughout the country. But plans
underway to do this, through an intensified
counterinsurgency campaign and by building up
the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)
numbers and capabilities, are increasingly viewed
as vulnerable at best and transient at worst.

Though Afghanistan’s best chance of avoiding
anarchy following the withdrawal of international
forces is widely recognised to depend on the
ANSF’s effectiveness, it still remains unclear how
the funding shortfall faced by the Afghan
government in resourcing its scaled-up security
forces will be bridged, beyond the short-term. The
imminent reduction of Afghan forces, possibly by
as much as one-third, is being actively discussed
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within NATO, undermining the credibility of the
transition strategy.

Prospects for an ‘irreversible’ transition also
depend on international support for the Afghan
security forces following the transition, especially
through the commitment by NATO member states
of sufficient numbers of mentors and trainers to
cushion the transition’s effects and to build ANSF
capacity in light of the challenges ahead. It is
unclear where these additional numbers of
mentors/trainers will come from. The increase in
the first three months of 2012 in ‘green on blue’
incidents has brought the basis of mutual trust, on
which this key component supporting the
transition strategy depends, into question.

Indications now point strongly towards the US and
other NATO member states bringing the security
transition process forward by completing the
transfer of lead security to Afghan security forces
by mid-2013. This would mean that NATO's
combat role in Afghanistan will end in 2012
facilitating the option of an accelerated withdrawal
of international military forces. Should this happen,
Afghan security forces will take tactical control in
countering the insurgency even sooner than
expected, despite existing doubts about their state
of preparedness to do so even by the end of 2014.
Given the fact of the transition going ahead, this
could engender positive outcomes if the ANSF can
swiftly improve its capabilities through the act of
taking command and provided that some level of
international military presence will be available for
support up to the end of 2014. However, well-
founded concerns regarding the absence of
security sector reform, ethnic and factional
divisions endemic in the security forces and its
relevant ministries, as well as corruption and the
overall political context in Afghanistan militate
against such improvements.

In essence, the viability of the Afghan state is
critically challenged from within. The related
problems of structural corruption, impunity and
the absence of political and security reforms has
hollowed out the Western-backed state building
project from the outset. The side-effects of the
security transition - from the closure of PRTs to the
projected declines in development funding - will
negatively impact government capacity, stripping
away the veneer of progress over governance and
service delivery. If the trend in declining funding
levels continues, achievements in governance and
development in Afghanistan may not prove to be
sustainable. This scenario would erode the Afghan
government’s legitimacy amongst Afghans further
and contribute to instability.



According to a former NATO Senior Civilian
Representative, the purpose of the transition is to
act as a ‘forcing mechanism’. But a weak Afghan
government cannot be forced into being a
sufficiently strong or effective one through the
rushed withdrawal of the support on which it has
come to depend. The primary question raised in
this report is whether the transition amounts to a
strategy at all. The conclusion reached that it does
not, is based on a detailed examination of the
context and content of the US and NATO’s
transition strategy, the obstacles confronting the
wider strategy underpinning the military exit,
NATOQ'’s approach to the criteria for implementing
the transition, as well as the identifiable impacts
and consequences of the transition. The report
explores several factors that threaten to
undermine the prospect of a successful transition.

Firstly, the idea that the official transition timeline
can generate even minimally conducive conditions
on the Afghan ground - that would substantiate
claims that the transition strategy can succeed - is
a delusion. The ‘good enough’ approach may
exemplify the priorities of the US and NATO
member states in radically reformulating their
military engagement in Afghanistan, but it fails to
establish what conditions are necessary to avoid
the collapse of the central government and with it,
the failure of the West’s policy in Afghanistan.

Secondly, NATQ’s effective abandonment of a
conditions-based approach in implementing the
transition has in practice been rendered
unavoidable by the brevity of the transition’s
timeline. But the weakness of Afghan institutions
that may be subjected to additional and intense
economic and political pressures linked to the
transition, beyond the challenges of taking over
responsibility for security, makes the risk of state
collapse all the greater. So far, the US and NATO
member states have shown no signs of
reconsidering the viability of the transition timeline
despite multiple factors, including the state of the
Afghan security forces, that make this essential.
Instead, the priority of the NATO member states
most prominently engaged in Afghanistan is to
keep the transition timetable on track, or even to
speed it up.

NATO’s marginalisation of governance criteria
reflects a growing disengagement by the wider
international community from attempts to address
Afghanistan’s problems which lie beyond enabling
the transition and international military exit. Yet
prospects that the transition process can deliver its
objective of a self-sustaining Afghan state must be
assessed against the overall context of failure by
the Afghan government and its international
partners to build the right conditions for a stable
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Afghanistan: What has been impossible to achieve
over the last ten years will not be miraculously
transformed by Afghan ownership, especially with
overall security and economic indicators trending
downwards.

Thirdly, prospects for a responsible withdrawal of
international forces via the security transition are
now entwined with Afghanistan’s national
reconciliation process which, so far, has focused on
the insurgents. Despite its late and slow start, this
has moved to the top of the international agenda
as a means of ending the conflict and shoring up
the security transition. Difficulties that must be
overcome before substantial negotiations can
start, range from establishing a consensus inside
Afghanistan, with all relevant social and political
actors, that a political settlement including the
Taleban is a meaningful step towards a political
solution in the broader sense, to addressing the
lack of knowledge about the political aims of the
Taleban and its sub-networks. The belief that
political reconciliation can end the conflict is not
shared by all Afghans, nor by all states in the
region. How a potential political deal with the
Pakistan-based Taleban leadership can be
enforced, and what relevance any deal would have
without an effective enforcement mechanism,
should be prominent items for discussion at the
upcoming NATO summit in Chicago.

Fourthly, if moves to bring the Taleban into the
political process succeed, this is likely to collide
with US plans to continue its counterterrorism
strategy from bases inside Afghanistan. Taleban
members of a future Afghan government are
unlikely to agree to a longer-term US military
presence given their long-standing rejection of
foreign military forces within the country. Some
insurgent groups may decide to fight on until the
last foreign soldier leaves. The virtual collapse in
relations between the US and Pakistan and the
political turmoil within Pakistan, adds to the
challenges faced by the US in its attempt to
reformulate its engagement within, and from,
Afghanistan while needing to address, with its
NATO allies, the terrorist threats to Western
interests, believed to be emanating from the
region.

The prospects for what happens following the
security transition will depend on fluid strategic,
political and economic factors with differing
international, regional and domestic dimensions.
Overshadowing this highly complex situation is the
question of whether the US, the main strategic
actor in Afghanistan, will maintain this costly role.
The lead-times involved in funding and
implementing the transition’s aftermath means
that the time for decisions on this is fast running
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out in Washington. Whether the US Congress and
other key actors within the international
community will agree to continue to cover the
financial costs of sustaining the Afghan
government over the longer-term and will see this
as being in the vital interest of the West, is a
further question. That argument will be made at
the NATO summit in Chicago, but it will be done
against a background of a deepening global
financial crisis, donor exhaustion with Afghanistan
and increasingly negative perceptions of the
Afghan government amongst the constituencies of
the NATO member states that matter.

The danger is that US-led international policy and
NATO’s management of an orderly military
withdrawal from Afghanistan will become more
incoherent. This is being driven partly by well-
founded perceptions of growing Afghan hostility to
an international military presence and by NATO
member states rushing to withdraw their forces on
the back of the US troop drawdown, which is likely
to be speeded up further.

The weakness of the government and its security
forces is already understood by an Afghan
population that is highly sensitised to shifts in
power. This may further increase insecurity and
create opportunities for the armed opposition to
exploit. In addition to the possibility of a fully
resumed insurgency, security vacuums created by
the departure of foreign forces may result in
conflict between and among Afghan military and
paramilitary forces. It is important to note, in this
context, that none of the Afghan civil society actors
interviewed for this paper believed that the
transition will lead to improved security and that
international humanitarian organisations, with
decades of experience in Afghanistan and the
region, are gearing their operations towards post-
transition scenarios in which the further
fragmentation of power is a strong possibility.

The chances of strategic failure for NATO cannot
be dismissed. The Afghan people would pay the
immediate price should there be a wider civil war.
The calculation may be that such an outcome is
not, in and of itself, of vital strategic importance to
the West. The same cannot be said for the broader
consequences of this strategic failure which would
cascade throughout the region and beyond in
unforeseeable ways.
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1 INTRODUCTION!

1.1 Introducing the Challenges of
Transition

The departure of the bulk of International Security
Assistance Force combat troops under NATO
command from Afghanistan and the de facto
restoration of Afghan sovereignty is officially
scheduled for completion by the end of 2014. This
will end the phased security transition process that
formally began in March 2011 with President
Karzai’s announcement of those districts and
provinces selected to participate in the first phase.

As Afghan forces assume responsibility for security
in transition areas and take the lead at the tactical
level, international military forces are gradually
pulling back. They will initially continue to provide
direct support and mentoring before moving into a
monitoring and support role. This will transform
NATO’s mission from combat to training. While the
security handover will involve the closure of all
Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) and
Forward Operating Bases (FOBs), negotiations over
the next twelve months over a ‘Bilateral Security
Agreement’ - following the recent signing of a
Strategic Partnership Agreement by the US and
Afghan governments - will probably result in the
US retaining a number of regional bases in
Afghanistan after the transition.”

Although the transition timeline was formally
agreed by the Afghan government and NATO at the
Lisbon summit in November 2010, the political
decision to withdraw international regular forces
from Afghanistan (and end the ISAF mission) had
apparently been taken within NATO two years

1 The author would like to thank Obaid Ali, researcher in
the Afghanistan Analysts Network (AAN) office in Kabul,
for his assistance during field research; and Thomas
Ruttig and Sari Kouvo at AAN for their editorial
suggestions. She also acknowledges the contribution
made to this paper from those consulted who wish to
remain anonymous; their insights and timely assistance
despite busy schedules greatly helped in guiding her
thinking on the challenging subject of the transition and
its implications.

2 See ‘Enduring Strategic Partnership Agreement
between the United States of America and the Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan’ signed by the US and Afghan
Presidents on 1 May 2012,
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/2012.06.
01u.s.-afghanistanspasignedtext.pdf. Find a list of
relevant documents in Annex 2.



earlier.” But the rate at which the withdrawal of US
troops will be conducted remains at issue in
Washington.4 Whether the US decision on this will
set the overall pace of the withdrawal of forces by
other NATO member states and troop contributing
nations has come under greater question with the
Australian government’s decision to withdraw their
forces by 2013.”°

The overriding objective of the security transition
is a self-sustaining Afghan state.’ The strategy for
achieving this aim is presented by the NATO
member states that lead on the transition process
(the US, UK, Germany and France) as both realistic
and responsible. They argue that by 2015 the
Afghan government and security forces will be in a
position to take responsibility for security,
governance and development at levels that are
‘good enough’ to ensure reasonably positive
prospects for achieving the transition’s objective.
However, the success of the transition process
depends on the actual conditions on the ground in
Afghanistan with respect to security, governance
and development. This report highlights the
dangers of implementing the security transition
without these criteria being sufficiently in place.

Moreover, a transition process that is increasingly
driven by Western political leaders with other
priorities than those obtaining within Afghanistan,
could also heighten the risk of strategic failure.
Questions over more manageable aspects of the
US/NATO strategy to ensure a stable Afghan state
following the transition have come increasingly to
the fore. The global financial crisis has led to
guestions about the short to medium-term fiscal

3 According to an off the record comment made by a
senior civilian NATO representative to the author in
February 2011.

4 See ‘Top commander in Afghanistan says he prefers
robust force of 68,000 in 2013, Associated Press, 22
March 2012,
http://www.nypost.com/p/news/national/top_comman
der_in_afghanistan_says_IP20JOBEbfg20Jaof7JuOM.

5 See Nick Hopkins, ‘Obama and Afghanistan: Is it time
for the UK to go its own way?’, Guardian, 19 December
2011, http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/defence-and-
security-blog/2011/dec/19/obama-and-afghanistan-and-
british-withdrawal, and Matt Siegel, ‘Australia to
Withdraw from Afghanistan Earlier Than Planned’, New
York Times, 17 April 2012,
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/18/world/asia/austr
alia-to-withdraw-from-afghanistan-earlier-than-
planned.html.

6 In testimony to the House Armed Services Hearing, 23
June 2011, the then Chairman of the US Joint Chief of
Staffs, Admiral Mike Mullen, stated ‘the strategy is
working [...] and we are in a position to make a
responsible transition out of Afghanistan’,
http://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=488037.
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sustainability of the recently scaled-up Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF).7 Reducing ANSF
numbers, possibly by as much as one third, is now
under active discussion within NATO.®
Furthermore, the recent and dramatic increase in
fatal attacks against international forces by ANSF
personnel is not conducive to getting NATO
member states to commit the numbers of mentors
and trainers to fulfil NATO’s strategy to ‘train and
advise’ the ANSF after the transition.’

The transition process is headed on the Afghan
side by Dr Ashraf Ghani, a former Minister of
Finance, who has advocated a twin-track approach
termed ‘Transition and Transformation’. He argues
that continuing to build the economic and political
institutions of the Afghan state is fundamental to
an irreversible transition and that financial support
will be needed until 2025 to achieve this.
Afghanistan’s leading donors have not committed
themselves to this vision so far, but it is possible
that pressure over the issue of sustainability in the
lead-up to the Tokyo conference on Afghanistan in
July 2012 may change their minds.

For many Afghans, confidence that current
progress towards transition will be sustained in the
future is diminishing.10 Interviews for this paper

7 The ANSF include the Afghan National Army (ANA), the
Afghan National Police (including the Afghan National
Border Police ANBP and other special police units) as
well as the National Directorate for Security (NDS).
Usually, the NDS is not included when ANSF figures are
discussed.

8 This would reduce numbers from the transition-linked
target figure of 352,000 security forces to 240,000 by
2017 - see Transcript (of testimony from) Gen John R
Allen, COMISAF, House Committee on Armed Services,
20 March 2012, http://www.isaf.nato.int/from-the-
commander/from-the-commander/transcript-gen.-john-
r.-allen-comisaf-senate-armed-services-committee.html.
9 Douglas A Ollivant, ‘The Afghan Trust Deficit’, Foreign
Policy, AfPakChannel, 7 March 2012,
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2012/03/07/the_a
fghan_trust_deficit.

10 See ‘Afghanistan in 2011: A Survey of the Afghan
People’, Asia Foundation, 15 November 2011,
http://asiafoundation.org/country/afghanistan/2011-
poll.php. Findings from the 6,348 Afghans polled across
34 provinces list the three leading problems identified by
respondents as insecurity (38 per cent), unemployment
(23 per cent) and corruption (21 per cent). As a rare non-
Afghan on-the-record voice confirming this fear, the
head of the European Union’s police training mission in
Afghanistan Brig. Gen. General Savolainen said in early
2011: ‘The locals are so afraid. They are convinced that
once we leave, their throats will be cut.” Judy Dempsey,
‘A Rare Voice Against Plan to Leave Afghanistan’, New
York Times, 15 February 2011,
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/16/world/europe/16
iht-germany16.html.
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asked Afghans from a range of backgrounds about
the prospects for the transition’s success. Their
assessments of the post-transition outlook were
predominantly made in the context of
Afghanistan’s political culture, and their daily
confrontations with the weakness and ethnic
factionalism that can easily be revived in times of
turmoil. They saw the scheduled completion of the
transition by the end of 2014 as both rushed and
premature; for many, this was cause for alarm.
They also expressed continuing confusion about
what the security transition will mean, especially
with regard to the number of US forces that will
remain in Afghanistan once the transition is
complete, and over the quality and reliability of the
Afghan security forces in the face of a resilient
Taleban insurgency that is likely to continue.

1.2 Aim, Methods and Structure

The objective of the transition process is to achieve
a self-sustaining Afghan state. This paper analyses
the ongoing transition process and questions
whether this process amounts to a strategy
capable of delivering this objective.

During the eight years the author was based in
Kabul (2002-10), she observed at first hand the
often incoherent attempts by the international
community to address the symptoms of
Afghanistan’s deepening problems. In lacking clear
and unified aims over Afghanistan the
international engagement also lacked an overall
political strategy. The author considers that the
security transition and its implementation is a
departure from this norm in that it represents a
clear strategy for the military exit of international
forces from the Afghan war. Yet paradoxically, in
simultaneously failing to come up with a viable
strategy to end that war, the transition process is
at risk of failing to meet its primary objective.

Two periods of field research on the transition
process, its context and prospects were conducted
in Kabul between April and July 2011. Interview
respondents were selected for their ability to
comment on the economic and political context of
the transition process, as either observers or
participants. Due to political sensitivities, it has not
been possible to attribute all comments directly,
nor to provide a full list of interviewees, but a list
of those who agreed to be named is attached as
Annex 1.

The report is structured as follows. Chapter 2
opens with a discussion of the context and content
of the transition, beginning with a background
sketch of the objectives of the 2001 Bonn
Agreement, which was directed towards an ‘end
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state’ for Afghanistan. The reader is then
introduced to the transition process and its
broader context and to the strategy which
surrounds and underpins the military exit. The
chapter goes on to examine the content of the
strategy, including the intensification of the
counterinsurgency (COIN) campaign from 2010 and
the US/NATO strategy to increase the capacity and
size of the Afghan security forces. Finally, it
discusses the criteria intended to govern the
implementation of the transition process and
NATOQ'’s approach to meeting them.

Chapter 3 examines the challenges of meeting the
goal of a stable government after the transition
process. These include the different perceptions of
NATO, regional actors and Afghans of trends in
security. The economic outlook is also discussed,
including the direct and indirect financial
consequences of ISAF’s withdrawal, the impact of
the Kabul Bank scandal on Afghanistan’s banking
sector and recent developments in opium
production.

Chapter 4 looks at the consequences of the
transition. It identifies some of the effects of
closing PRTs on subnational governance, before
turning to the increasing levels of concern evident
within the international humanitarian sector about
the negative impact the transition is likely to have
on human security and the sustainability of
development gains made since 2001.

The paper’s concluding remarks focus on the
prospects for the transition delivering the objective
of a self-sustaining Afghan state.

2 THE CONTEXT AND CONTENT
OF THE TRANSITION STRATEGY

2.1 Background

The first international conference on Afghanistan’s
post-Taleban future was held in Bonn in December
2001. The negotiations did not include the Taleban.
The outcome amounted to a roadmap for a
political transition to a sovereign Afghan state,
rather than a peace process. The political transition
was to be achieved through the re-establishment
of state structures modelled on Afghanistan’s 1964
constitution, bar the monarchy and the position of
a prime minister (sadrazam). The Bonn agreement
included: (re)construction of the country’s war-
shattered infrastructure, private sector-led
economic development, public administration
reform, and security sector reform (SSR). SSR
aimed to bring the means of violence under central
state control, and included the disarmament,



demobilisation and reintegration of armed groups;
the creation of a new Afghan army; reforms of the
police force and judiciary, and countering the
cultivation and trafficking of narcotics. The
processes encompassed by the Bonn agreement
were intended to lead to an ‘end state’: a self-
reliant, stable and democratic Afghan state which
would permit military withdrawal.

The SSR processes, however, failed to tackle the
political culture of warlordism that had developed
during the series of Afghan wars that followed the
1978 Saur Revolution.™ This culture had
engendered political fragmentation and an
unpredictable security landscape and had paved
the way for the rise of the Taleban in the mid-
1990s. The overthrow of the Taleban regime at the
end of 2001 returned power to former warlords
and commanders, many of whom were known to
have Afghan blood on their hands from various
periods of conflict. Their co-option into the
governance and security structures shaped by the
Bonn agreement, widely viewed as political
expediency on the part of the US-led international
community and the Afghan transitional authority,
undermined the domestic legitimacy of the new
Afghan government. It dismayed both civil society
actors and substantial parts of the wider
population, many of whom had hoped for the
establishment of the rule of law and long-term
stability.12

The handling and outcomes of the 2002 Emergency
Loya Jirga, which saw the return of the warlords to
official power, clearly signalled that the hoped-for
political changes were not on the agenda.13 The
2005 parliamentary elections, which marked the
formal end of the Bonn agreement, brought many
of those warlords and their former sub-
commanders into the new parliament. This marked
a further decline in popular confidence in the
democratic process.

Early concerns that security aspects of the US-led
coalition’s mission were ill-conceived and

11 See Antonio Giustozzi, ‘Respectable Warlords? The
Politics of Statebuilding in Post Taleban

Afghanistan’, London School of Economics Crisis States
Programme, Working Paper no 33 (series 1), September
2003 and Niamatullah Nojumi, The Rise of the Taliban in
Afghanistan, Palgrave 2002.

12 The author was advocacy and policy coordinator for
ACBAR, the NGO coordination body from January 2003-
December 2005 and was directly engaged in Afghan civil
society discourse and statements made during this
period.

13 See Francesc Vendrell, ‘A decade of mistakes’,
Foreign Policy, AfPak Channel, 3 December 2011,
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/12/03/afgha
nistans_missed_opportunities.
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inadequately supported were crystallised by the
United Nations (UN) Security Council’s 2002
decision not to extend ISAF’s presence beyond
Kabul. This left a security gap that was exploited by
increasingly organised criminal syndicates profiting
from the illicit trade in opium, timber, gems and
weapons that characterised the war economy. It
was also exploited by anti-government militant
groups that re-established themselves near the
Pakistan border, their membership swollen by
many recruits alienated by the predatory and
abusive behaviour of some local representatives of
the Kabul government.14 The government’s slow
progress in building its capacity for service delivery
and the return of impunity after the repressive rule
of the Taleban were other factors that fed the
nascent counter-insurgency.

The differing national approaches within NATO
member states, exemplified by various PRT
approaches and often long lists of ‘national
caveats’, constrained ISAF Headquarter’s use of the
limited military resources committed to
Afghanistan by many NATO and non-NATO
member states. This, combined with the deflection
of US attention from Afghanistan to Iraq from mid-
2002, contributed to the increasingly incoherent
nature of the international engagement in
Afghanistan.15 Meanwhile, the Afghan
government’s slow progress in building its capacity
for governance and service delivery, the growing
power of criminalised patronage networks within
and outside Afghanistan,16 the return of impunity
after the repressive rule of the Taleban,
constituted internal factors that worsened human
security and fed the insurgency.

From 2005, NATO/ISAF’s strategy in Afghanistan
was characterised by the quest for improved levels
of coordination that the ‘comprehensive’ or
‘integrated’ approach, promoted in NATO member
state capitals, was supposed to deliver."’ The

14 ‘Operations in Afghanistan’, British Parliamentary
Defence Committee, Report of Session 2010-12, 6 July
2011. See Chapter 2: ‘Operations in Helmand’ for an
examination of the causes for the UK’s under-estimation
of the strength of the insurgency in 2006.

15 See Barbara J Stapleton, ‘A Means To What End? Why
PRTs Are Peripheral To The Bigger Challenges In
Afghanistan’, Journal of Military and Strategic Studies,
University of Calgary, Fall 2007, Vol 10, no 1.

16 See Citha D Maass, ‘Afghanistan’s Drug Career: from
War to Drug Economy’, Afghanistan Analysts Network,
Thematic Report 02/2011, 31 March 2011,
http://www.aan-afghanistan.org/index.asp?id=1592.

17 Political sensitivities in many NATO member states,
including the US, had prohibited public references to a
‘counterinsurgency’ until 2009; a ‘comprehensive
approach’ was referred to instead.

May 2012



n Barbara J Stapleton: Beating a Retreat

integrated approach entailed combining security,
diplomacy and development resources to amplify
‘effects’ on the ground in line with
counterinsurgency doctrine.” But the approach
was also a means of offsetting a limited
international military commitment as the security
gap widened.

In parallel with the adoption of the comprehensive
approach, the international community addressed
the growing challenges to security and the state-
building process with the 2006 Afghanistan
Compact.19 This brought a greater international
focus to the critical issues of economic revival, job
creation and poverty alleviation. But despite
upbeat international pronouncements surrounding
the Compact’s goals, this renewal of international
commitment was not matched by a more rigorous
implementation of the policies identified therein,
aimed at remedying Afghanistan’s deepening
problems.20 Western diplomats now routinely refer
to the folly of having tried to build another
Switzerland in Afghanistan. However, the requisite
levels of international political will and resources
were never committed in a timely fashion to
overcome the political obstacles blocking even the
most fundamental reforms.” The continuing
failure to tackle the causes underlying the
country’s deepening problems further eroded
Afghan trust in the agenda of the international
community, and what remained of the moral basis
of Western leadership in Afghanistan evaporated.

2.2 Timetable for the Security
Transition and Military Exit

In July 2011, the implementation of the first phase
of the handover of security from ISAF to the
Afghan authorities and the ANSF began. A total of
five tranches will ultimately bring the entire
country into the process. The final tranche should
start around June 2013. The transition process in

18 See Alexander Alderson, ‘Comprehensive
Approaches: Theories, Strategies, Plans and Practice’ in
Operationalising a comprehensive approach in
permissive environments, NATO Defense College, Rome,
June 2009, 15.

19 Find the original text here,
http://www.nato.int/isaf/docu/epub/pdf/afghanistan_c
ompact.pdf.

20 International and Afghan failure to implement
designated policies was repeatedly observed by the
author during her years in Kabul. This point is strongly
made by the former Pakistani foreign minister, Riaz
Mohammad Khan, in Afghanistan and Pakistan —
Conflict, Extremism and Resistance to Modernity, Oxford
University Press, 2011, 121.

21 See Vendrell, ‘A decade of ..." [see FN 13].
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any specific area is an open-ended one. It
theoretically can continue up to the end of 2014
when the political process of the transition ends,
even in those provinces, districts, cities or towns
chosen for its earliest phases. According to a US
former advisor to NATO, ‘wherever things stand on
the ground at the end of December 2014, that’s
what transition will look like.’?

The military process of security transition entails
ISAF gradually pulling back from front-line fighting
to the operational level and ultimately to the
strategic level. Once implementation has begun,
there are four stages through which ISAF’s tactical
engagement is downgraded: ‘Support’ (ANSF lead,
ISAF support); ‘Mentor’ (tactical overwatch);
‘Enable’ (operational overwatch); and ‘Sustain’
(strategic overwatch). This fourth stage will
characterise NATO's support to ANSF after
transition, but the extent and nature of the future
commitment of resources by the US and NATO
have yet to be defined.” The type of Afghan
security forces that will be left in place after
transition therefore remains a subject for
speculation.

Levels of governance and development were part
of the selection criteria agreed by the Afghan
government and NATO for choosing which areas
enter the different phases of the security transition
process. In practice, however, transition is
proceeding without the constraints that
establishing ‘adequate’ levels of governance and
development on the ground would impose.24 This
amounts to a tacit acceptance that in many areas
governance and development criteria will be
impossible to meet within the transition timeline,
and means in effect that a condition-based
approach to implementing transition has been
abandoned.”

22 Observation noted by the author at a Swedish
Defence Research Agency seminar on the transition in
Stockholm, November, 2011.

23 See the ‘Declaration On An Enduring Partnership’
agreed by the Afghan government and NATO at the 2010
Lisbon Summit outlining NATO's limited support in
mentoring and training the ANSF and Afghanistan’s
access to NATQ’s Partnership For Peace toolbox. See the
full text of the declaration here:
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_688
28.htm.

24 |bid.

25 NATO and US embassy sources interviewed by the
author in Kabul, July 2011 clarified that meeting
governance and development criteria within the official
transition timeline was an impossibility in many parts of
the country.



The sense of confusion over the management of
the transition and its aftermath grew during 2011.
US political and military analysts questioned
exactly what NATO member states are committed
to after the transition. The number of NATO
personnel that will remain in Afghanistan after the
transition is unclear. The drawdown of the 33,000
US forces that constituted the ‘surge’ of 2009-10
will be completed by summer 2012.%° What has yet
to be decided is how fast the remaining 68,000
international forces can be withdrawn
afterwards.”’

A public adherence to the formal completion of the
transition timeline at the end of 2014 was being
maintained by senior representatives of the US
administration at the time of writing.28 However, a
decision to complete the hand-over of the lead
combat role in fighting the Taleban to Afghan
forces a year and a half earlier than formally
planned was announced for the first time by the
US President and the UK Prime Minister at a White
House press conference on 14 March 2012.” The
joint announcement shows the UK’s reluctance to
leave their forces exposed to the ‘inevitable
Taleban resurgence’ following the withdrawal of
US combat forces. > A response likely shared by
other troop contributing nations.

26 The planned troop drawdown of surge forces in 2012
will remove 10 thousand combat soldiers with a further
23,000 being withdrawn in 2013, theoretically leaving
68,000 pre-surge combat forces in theatre.

27 There is an ongoing discussion over the continuing
role of Special Operations CIA and forces associated
with them. See for example, Kimberly Dozier, ‘US
special operations expanding as wars recede’,
Associated Press, 27 January 2012,
http://news.yahoo.com/us-special-operations-
expanding-wars-recede-140326261.html and Kate
Clark, ‘War Without Accountability: The CIA, Special
Forces and plans for Afghanistan’s future’,

Afghanistan Analysts Network blog, 10 February 2012,
http://www.aan-afghanistan.org/index.asp?id=2502.

28 Mark Thomson, ‘Afghanistan mission: Impossible?’,
Time, 16 March 2012,
http://battleland.blogs.time.com/2012/03/16/afghanist
an-mission-impossible/, and Karen de Young, ‘Despite
challenges in Afghanistan, U.S. determined to stick to
exit strategy’, Washington Post, 13 March 2012,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-
security/despite-challenges-in-afghanistan-us-
determined-to-stick-to-exit-
strategy/2012/03/12/gIQAr9iN8R_story.html.

29 Matthew Green, James Blitz and Geoff Dyer, ‘West’s
Afghan strategy hit by double blow’, Financial Times, 16
March 2012, http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/07c3f40c-
6e9c-11e1-b98d-00144feab49a.html.

30 Philip Stephens, ‘New friends race to end an old war’,
Financial Times, 16 March 2012,

Barbara J Stapleton: Beating a Retreat _

Furthermore, comments by US Defense Secretary
Leon Panetta fuelled speculation that conventional
US forces would be withdrawn faster than
anticipated.a'1 This option is strongly backed by US
Vice-President Joe Biden, although reportedly
opposed by some senior US military
representative:;.g'2 It would effectively bring NATO’s
combat role to an end by the middle of 2013. This
outcome was endorsed by President Karzai’s call,
made after the murder of 17 Afghan civilians by a
US soldier in March 2012, for foreign troops to
stop patrolling rural areas by 2013.

Political developments in the US over the possible
acceleration of the US troop withdrawal are
affecting the overall pace of transition. The
Australian Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, is the latest
Western leader to announce the withdrawal of
forces from Afghanistan well ahead of schedule.®

Competing approaches to timing within and
between US military and civilian policy circles have
surfaced repeatedly.g'4 In recent testimony to the
US Senate Armed Services Committee, ISAF
Commander General John R. Allen signalled a
potential halt in the troop drawdown. He testified
that the military campaign in 2013 would ‘need
significant combat power,” confirming that ‘sixty-
eight thousand is a good going-in number in
2013".%° He deferred his final recommendations

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/11f3c488-6d03-11e1l-
a7c7-00144feab49a.html.

31 See Robert Grenier, ‘Istanbul and the US “Peace
Proposal” for Kabul’, al-Jazeera, 15 November 2011,
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2011/11/20
11111410721313364.html, and Craig Whitlock and
Karen DeYoung, ‘Panetta: U.S., NATO will seek to end
Afghan combat mission next year’, Washington Post, 2
February 2012,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/panetta-us-nato-will-
seek-to-end-afghan-combat-mission-next-
year/2010/07/28/gIQAriZ)iQ_story.html.

32 See Adam Entous and Julian E Barnes, ‘Commander
Seeks Delay in U.S. Troop Drawdown’, Wall Street
Journal, 7 December 2011,
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB1000142405297020408
3204577082603515444194.html, and Donna Cassata,
‘Afghan commander prefers significant US combat
power in 2013, sees no drawdown beyond 68,000,
Associated Press, 22 March 2012,
http://news.yahoo.com/afghan-commander-prefers-
significant-us-combat-power-2013-220048769.html.

33 Matt Siegel, ‘Australia to Withdraw From Afghanistan
Earlier Than Planned’, New York Times, 17 April 2012,
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/18/world/asia/austr
alia-to-withdraw-from-afghanistan-earlier-than-
planned.html.

34 See Entous and Barnes, ‘Commander Seeks...” [see FN
32] and Cassata, ‘Afghan commander prefers...” [see FN
32].

35 See Transcript, Gen. John R. Allen [see FN 8].
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until the last three months of 2012, after the US
Presidential elections.*®

The debate on timing centres on whether the pace
of the drawdown will be driven by conditions in
Afghanistan or by domestic political factors within
NATO member states.’” President Obama and
Prime Minister Cameron’s joint statement on 14
March followed by Prime Minister Gillard’s
announcement just over a month later would
indicate the latter. Stating that the next phase of
the transition will be determined at the May 2012
NATO summit in Chicago, President Obama
clarified that, ‘this includes shifting to a support
role next year, in 2013, in advance of Afghans
taking full responsibility for security in 2014.”* The
acceleration of the security transition was also
flagged by US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton,
who remarked that the Chicago summit would
define the next phase of the transition, ‘working
towards a 2013 goal when NATO-led forces would
move from a predominantly combat role to a
supportive role, only participating in combat when
neces:;ary.’39

The possible acceleration of key aspects of the
security transition will also affect decisions by
regional states capable of exerting influence and
projecting power into Afghanistan. These would
include China, Russia, Iran, India and especially
Pakistan. The handing-over of the management of
the insurgency to the Afghan government and
forces ahead of schedule is likely to be a factor in
the calculations of internal Afghan actors.”® Even if
the military withdrawal is completed at the end of
2014 as officially planned, for logistical reasons
alone international military forces will already have
been significantly reduced by the summer of that

36 Ibid.

37 David Ignatius, ‘How quick to the exits in
Afghanistan’, Washington Post, 22 December 2011,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/how-quick-
to-the-exits-in-
afghanistan/2011/12/21/gIQAHNSDAP_story.html.

38 See ‘Remarks by President Obama and Prime Minister
Cameron of the United Kingdom in a Joint Press
Conference’, The White House, Office of the Press
Secretary, 14 March 2012,
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-
office/2012/03/14/remarks-president-obama-and-
prime-minister-cameron-united-kingdom-joint-.

39 ‘US Does Not Seek Permanent Bases in Afghanistan
Post 2014: Clinton’, TOLOnews, 5 April 2012,
http://tolonews.com/pa/afghanistan/5825-us-does-not-
seek-permanent-bases-in-afghanistan-post-2014-clinton.
40 These questions were raised by a retired former
commander of coalition forces in Afghanistan at a US-
German COIN symposium in Hamburg, 31 August —2
September 2011 attended by the author.
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year. As this is when Afghanistan’s next
Presidential elections are scheduled to be held, it
raises the question as to whether sufficient troop
numbers and other resources will remain to
support the ANSF in providing the requisite
security.41 One international analyst speculated
that a rationale for expediting the military exit
ahead of 2014 is to avoid the risk of NATO being
dragged into a serious conflagration over what are
certain to be hotly disputed election results.”’

The short timeline is ‘pulling governance,
development and diplomatic efforts in Afghanistan
into its slipstream’ and indicates the urgency with
which NATO member states view the military
drawdown and transition.** The tightness of the
transition timetable is presented by diplomats
from some of the most influential NATO member
states as challenging and risky but also as a means
of creating outcomes. The risk that presentation is
being elevated over substance was highlighted by
Ronald Neumann, a former US Ambassador to
Afghanistan, who wrote in September 2011 that
‘claims by some serving and retired American
generals that security gains in southern
Afghanistan are irreversible seriously overstate the
situation. None of my many Afghan contacts fully
accept this view... [NJowhere have Afghan forces
yet stood largely on their own. Their ability to do
so remains an unproven theory, not an established
fact.”*

In an interview for this paper, the NATO Senior
Civilian Representative (SCR) in Kabul, Ambassador
Sir Simon Gass, emphasised that although ‘we can
create the right conditions for the Afghan
government and people to build their future, the
responsibility for this in the future will be an
Afghan one. The limits of what the international
community can guarantee have to be
recognised’.45 But lack of time and Afghan capacity
militate against the ‘right conditions’ - even along
the minimalist lines defined by NATO as being

41 Meanwhile, there is a discussion to possibly hold the
elections in 2013 already, fort hat very reason.

42 Email exchange with the author, April 2012.

43 Paul Turner, former head of programming, EU
assistance in Afghanistan, speech to the UK Institute of
Directors, 3 June 2011.

44 See Ronald Neumann, ‘Tricky questions and troop
transfers in Afghanistan’, Foreign Policy, AfPak Channel,
19 September 2011,
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/09/16/politic
al_questions_and_troop_transfers_in_afghanistan.

45 Author’s interview with Simon Gass, NATO SCR, HQ
ISAF, 16 July 2011.



‘good enough’ to support the transition - being put
in place by the end of 2014.%°

2.3 Related Strategies for Military Exit
and Security Transition

2.3.1 Key Components

The security transition has to be viewed within the
inter-related components of the wider strategy
supporting the viability of the international military
exit, the exit being linked to achieving the
overriding objective of the transition, namely ‘an
Afghanistan which can secure and govern itself’.*’
The wider strategy includes a (belated) gearing up
of diplomatic efforts to establish a regional security
and economic framework. Since 2011, this US-led
shift towards prioritising a political strategy has
increasingly been focused on establishing
negotiations with the Taleban and a long-term
partnership between the Afghan government and
the international community.

This combined diplomatic, political and security
effort seeks to shift international engagement in
Afghanistan towards mainstream development
support. Though this outcome, too, is presented by
NATO representatives as attainable, it depends on
certain assumptions being met - namely, that
security by 2014 will have significantly improved,
that development aid is sustained at levels
sufficient at least to maintain the Afghan rentier
state and, in particular, the resourcing of its
security forces is secured. If this is achieved,
proponents of the transition strategy claim,
Afghanistan will become a more normal country
and the strategic goal met.

These assumptions ignore the internal, regional
and international factors negatively affecting
prospects for stability in Afghanistan. The
weakness of government institutions at all levels,
linked to the political and economic interests of
Afghan powerbrokers who have repeatedly
neutralised past attempts at reform, constitutes an
overriding constraint to attaining the objective of
the transition. A further constraint is the impact of
the global economic crisis on donor aid
commitments.

In addition to the phased security transition, the
wider strategy for military exit comprises four main
components which are discussed in turn below.

46 See Tim Lister, ‘Analysis: The Afghan balance sheet-a
transition to “good enough”’, CNN, 30 March 2012,
http://security.blogs.cnn.com/2012/03/30/analysis-the-
afghan-balance-sheet-a-transition-to-good-enough/.

47 Former NATO SCR Mark Sedwill’s speech to the Asia
Society, Washington DC, 28 March 2011.
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Each faces obstacles that, at best, will defer
intended outcomes beyond 2014.

2.3.2 National Reconciliation Process

Pressure for reconciliation or a ‘peace process',48
nominally led by the Afghan government but
diplomatically pushed ever harder by the US since
2011, finally bore some fruit in January 2012. After
a year of on-and-off secret contacts between the
Taleban and Washington,49 an agreement was
reached for the Pakistan-based Taleban leadership
to open an overseas office in Qatar.”

Bringing the Taleban into the political process is
being actively promoted by the US and its main
European allies in the expectation that this will
help bring the conflict to an end, easing the
security transition and underpinning its intended
outcome.” Mutual confidence-building measures,
involving the release of some Taleban prisoners
from Guantanamo by the US and a Taleban
renouncement of links to al-Qaeda, are reportedly
being explored.52 While the argument that peace
can only be reached through a political settlement
that includes the Taleban is now broadly accepted
in international opinion, it is opposed by many
Afghans who fear that it will not end the conflict.

Significant obstacles surround a peace process that
could take years and is unlikely to include an
effective means of monitoring and enforcement.
The Taleban have continued to reject the Afghan
constitution, despite this being a supposed ‘red

48 The term ‘peace process’ itself is seen by some
analysts as a euphemism, see Candace Rondeaux,
‘Reconsidering reconciliation in Afghanistan’, Foreign
Policy, AfPak Channel, 22 September 2011,
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/09/21/recon
sidering_reconciliation_in_afghanistan.

49 Talks had been broken off again by the Taleban at the
time of writing apparently due to US insistence that the
Afghan government was included in the process. A
Taleban statement about suspending dialogue with the
US was emailed to media outlets 15 March 2012. See
Kate Clark, ‘The End of the Affair? Taleban Suspend
Talks’, Afghanistan Analysts Network blog, 16 March
2012, http://aan-afghanistan.com/index.asp?id=2610.
50 On latest developments and problems in this
process, see Thomas Ruttig, ‘Talks on Two Channels?
The Qatar office and Karzai’s Saudi option’,

Afghanistan Analysts Network blog, 29 January 2012,
http://www.aan-afghanistan.org/index.asp?id=20.

51 See ‘Talking About Talks: Towards a Political
Settlement in Afghanistan’, International Crisis Group,
Asia Report no 221, 26 March 2012.

52 Jonathan S. Landay and Nancy A. Youssef,
‘Intelligence report: Taliban still hope to rule
Afghanistan’, McClatchy Newspapers, 12 January 2012,
http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2012/01/11/135574/intel
ligence-report-taliban-still.html.
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line’ for the main stakeholders, including the US,
for entering any negotiations towards a peace
process. The Taleban have also continued to reject
direct talks with the Afghan government,
maintaining that negotiations will only be held with
the US as the other party to the conflict.”

Within Afghanistan, reactions to the US-backed
reconciliation process are shaped by ethnic and
geographic divisions.>* The already weak incentives
for the mainly non-Pashtun north to support the
process were further diminished by the murder of
former President and head of the High Peace
Council Burhanuddin Rabbani, in 2011. Northern
political leaders believe that the Taleban
leadership is more interested in toppling the
Afghan government than joining it, a view
supported by the leaked December 2011 US
National Intelligence Estimate which concluded
that the leadership of the Taleban ‘remains locked
into its political objectives’ to retake total control
of Afghanistan.55 Opponents to an agreement with
the Taleban may be joined by President Karzai,
reportedly infuriated by being sidelined from the
process.”

In interviews with the author, several Afghan civil
society actors opposed secret negotiations aimed
at reaching narrow political deals which would not
be capable of conferring a peace dividend. As an
Afghan journalist representing civil society at the
December 2011 Bonn conference stated, ‘we want
peace and reconciliation, but not when it
jeopardises our fundamental rights and
freedoms.”’

2.3.3 Framework for Regional Security
and Cooperation

In November 2011, a regional meeting on
Afghanistan held in Turkey and attended by
thirteen states produced the Istanbul declaration
which it had been hoped would expedite reaching

53 Landay and Youssef, ‘Intelligence report...” [see FN
52]; Martine van Bijlert, ‘Are the Taleban talking to
Karzai (and does it matter)?’, Afghanistan Analysts
Network blog, 18 February 2012, http://www.aan-
afghanistan.org/index.asp?id=2519.

54 Haroun Mir, a prominent Afghan political analyst with
links to northern political circles.

55 Landay and Youssef, ‘Intelligence report...” [see FN
52].

56 ‘Karzai concerned over role in Afghan peace talks’,
AFP, 6 January 2012,
http://dawn.com/2012/01/05/karzai-concerned-over-
role-in-afghan-peace-talks-official/.

57 Barry Salam’s remarks were reported by Thomas
Ruttig on the Afghanistan Analysts Network website:
http://www.aan-afghanistan.org/index.asp?id=2310.
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a framework for regional security.58 This document
did not overcome the lack of consensus for
institutionalising such a framework that had been
promoted from behind the scenes by the US, its
close NATO allies such as Germany and the Afghan
government in the run-up to the Istanbul meeting.
Some of the regional delegations expressed
concerns that NATO’s withdrawal might lead to
civil war, or even to the breakup of Afghanistan.
The final agreement reflected this with its
repeated references to Afghanistan’s ‘indivisible
security’ and ‘territorial integrity'.59 The
declaration was seen as ‘a series of platitudes’ by
some commentatorseo, and included no
enforcement mechanism.®"

At the same time, regional tensions were
intensified by the signing of a strategic agreement
between Afghanistan and India in October 2011.
Most provocatively, from Pakistan’s point of view,
the agreement provides for the ANSF to be trained
by Indian forces. This has reportedly strengthened
the position of anti-Indian hardliners in the
Pakistani army, including the Inter-Services
Intelligence Agency. It will do nothing to defuse the
proxy war between India and Pakistan being
played out in Afghanistan.

A regional trade framework is far from being
agreed, and the obstacles to implementation
would present significant chaIIenges.62 The Afghan

58 Find its full text here:
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/istanbul-process-on-regional-
security-and-cooperation-for-a-secure-and-stable-
afghanistan.en.mfa.

59 See Graeme Smith, ‘Hands off Afghanistan, nations
agree in security pact’, Globe and Mail, 2 November
2011,
http://www.afghanistannewscenter.com/news/2011/no
vember/nov32011.html.

60 See MK Bhadrakumar, ‘US’s post-2014 Afghan
Agenda Falters’, Asia Times online, 4 November 2011,
http://atimes.com/atimes/south_asia/mk04df03.html

; Grenier, ‘Istanbul and the US..." [see FN 31], and
Thomas Ruttig, ‘Afghanistan Conference in Istanbul:
The clogged arteries of the “Heart of Asia”’,
Afghanistan Analysts Network blog, 1 November

2011, http://www.aan-
afghanistan.org/index.asp?id=2201.

61 The December 2002 Kabul Declaration on Good
Neighbourly Relations represented an earlier exercise in
wishful thinking with no commitments embedded in it.
Find it full text here:
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country,,NATLEGBOD,,A
FG,,42ef429e4,0.html.

62 See Karl F. Inderfurth and Chinmayar R. Gharekhan,
‘The Afghanistan Endgame’, New York Times, 13 May
2011,
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/14/opinion/14iht-
edinderfurth14.html.



Pakistan Trade Transit Agreement (APTTA)
provides an example of the delays in implementing
economic cooperation agreements already on the
bilateral level. In the case of the APTTA, the
disincentive to implementation on Pakistan’s side
concerns the economic disadvantage for Pakistan’s
transport mafia that would result.®®> Multilateral
projects like the New Silk Road64, also discussed in
Istanbul, will have to overcome even more
divergent interests of different groups and
countries.

2.3.4 The Long-term Strategic
Partnership between Afghanistan and the
us

The ten-year Strategic Partnership Agreement
signed in Kabul by the US and Afghan Presidents on
1 May 2012 lists promises by the US and
Afghanistan but few guarantees that they will be
able to keep. Nor are any consequences identified
should the Afghan government not keep its
promises over fighting corruption or upholding
human rights. The agreement has loophole that
include the right to abandon the agreement at any
time subject to a year’s written notice.”

The protracted series of negotiations leading up to
this agreement encountered sticking points. This
included the questions of who has control over
detained insurgents and US Special Operations
Forces’ night raids.*® A Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) signed by the Commander of
ISAF and the Afghan Defense Minister in March
2012 resolved the question of control over
detainees, and the US finally ceded its control over
the controversial night raids following failed
attempts to decouple them from the US-Afghan
negotiations over the strategic partnership.67

63 According to a diplomatic source in Islamabad.

64 More detail in Ruttig, ‘Afghanistan Conference in
Istanbul’ [see FN 60].

65 See Anne Gearan, ‘Afghanistan security deal Obama
signed has holes’, Associated Press, 2 May 2012,
http://news.yahoo.com/afghanistan-security-deal-
obama-signed-holes-213308336.html.

66 Both sticking points were reportedly the subject of
intense negotiation between the Afghan and US
governments in the run up to the upcoming NATO
Summit in Chicago in May 2012 where it is hoped the
agreement will be announced.

67 In his address on the occasion of the Afghan New
Year, the country’s First Vice President Fahim stated that
any long-term military agreement with the United States
will respect his nation’s sovereignty. See ‘Officials:
Afghanistan, US looking at removing detention, night
raids from partnership talks’, Associated Press, 22
February 2012,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia-
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The 1 May agreement does not provide the
comprehensive security guarantees from the US
that the Afghan government wanted.”® General
Allen indicated continuing difficulties over this in
November 2011, stating that ‘it has not yet been
determined what the US role would be if
Afghanistan suffered a conventional attack from
one of its neighbours.’69 Though reportedly the
deal is legally binding, it does not carry the force of
a treaty as sought by the Afghan government.70

The most contentious issue is likely to be the
guestion of legal immunity for US soldiers
operating inside Afghanistan after the security
transition. This will be part of the negotiations over
the next twelve months during which the specific
terms of a ‘Bilateral Security Agreement’ are to be
determined.” The form of a future status of forces
agreement and even its title are yet to be
decided.”

The long-term strategic partnership agreement has
been a controversial issue within Afghanistan from
the outset. In November 2011, President Karzai
had to call a ‘Traditional Loya Jirga’ in order to
project a national consensus about it which
formally backed a longer-term US military
presence. Although the jirga appeared to be tightly
controlled in terms of attendance and process,73 it
also demanded to bring US military personnel
under Afghan law after the transition is completed.
It should be recalled that a similar decision by the
Government of Iraq was a determining factor in
President Obama’s decision to withdraw all US
forces from Iraq by the end of 2011."*

pacific/officials-afghanistan-us-looking-at-removing-
detention-night-raids-from-partnership-
talks/2012/02/22/gIQAPNLYSR_story.html?. See also
‘Security Council Renews UN Mission in Afghanistan’,
RFE/RL, 22 March 2012,
http://www.rferl.org/content/securit_councul_renews_
mission_in_afgh/24524499.html.

68 According to a diplomatic source in Islamabad.

69 See T