What Should We Do in Afghanistan?

by Lawrence Wilkerson
I'm a military strategist.  What concerns me most about the Obama administration's new approach to Afghanistan is, counter-intuitively it would seem, its focus on al Qa'ida.  Much about its approach is worthy of full support and, as indicated by several articles in the 7 April edition of The Washington Post by veteran writers such as Walt Pincus (“Fine Print”, p A21) and David Ignatius (op-ed page, “Listening in Kabul”), is downright excellent.  But the focus on al-Qa’ida, for a strategist such as I am, is worrisome.   Let me explain.

In a fatwa, Osama bin Laden explained his strategy.  

Bin Laden said he would take a scrap of cloth, write upon it "al Qa'ida", affix the cloth to a pole, carry the pole to the middle of the most barren desert on earth, plant the pole in the ground, and there the legions of America would dissipate themselves.

That is precisely what we seem to be doing.

We are over-militarizing this struggle against terrorists who intend harm to America.  And the media chatter about the phrase "the Global War on Terror" and whether or not the Obama administration has abandoned it, is unhelpful because it masks this real problem of over-militarization.  As with such tendencies of empire in the past, this over-militarization is going to break the bank.  At present, America has enough broken banks.  

Now, let me do some more due diligence.

Were I in a position to do so, I would advise President Obama and the Congress in words similar to those of Colonel Douglas MacGregor in an article for this April's issue of Armed Forces Journal.  The colonel writes: "The most important choice President Obama must make is to reject future, unnecessary, large-scale, overt military interventions in favor of conflict avoidance; a strategy of refusing battle that advances democratic principles through shared prosperity—not unwanted military occupation." 

But both theaters—Iraq (looking worse every day, with bombings all across Shiite neighborhoods in Baghdad reported this morning) and Afghanistan—are done deals.  We don’t have the option of reversing our decisions.  I would, however, caution that in addition to MacGregor’s advice, British Prime Minister Lord Salisbury’s words are very relevant.  Salisbury told the House of Commons: "The commonest error in politics is sticking to the carcass of dead policies."  As a military professional, I would add that one of the most consistent failures of military leaders throughout history is not knowing when to cut their losses and withdraw.  Instead they chose to reinforce strategic or operational failure, thus at the end of the day compounding their disaster.

Given what we confront today in Afghanistan, how do we go forward?  We're stuck there; how do we get unstuck without doing too much more damage?  Or should we simply cut our losses and withdraw as soon as possible?

I believe we should stay because:

· what we have done in south Asia has been extremely destabilizing for Pakistan, a much more strategic country than Afghanistan;

· we bruised the region severely during and after the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and then cut and ran leaving Pakistan largely in the lurch and hugely mistrustful of our intentions and our fidelity;

· we and our European friends have today set up the NATO alliance to collapse should it fail in Afghanistan; and

· we have a precarious but important opportunity to bring all of the regional players into a solution for Afghanistan and thus repair some of the damage our past errors have caused and leave an extremely volatile region somewhat less so.

But my recommendation to stay presupposes that we must begin doing more good than harm.  Doing that means understanding and implementing what could be called the T.E. Lawrence model of nation-building, a version Lawrence himself applied quite successfully through most of his time aiding the Arabs to battle the Ottoman Turks, only to abandon when it came time to install Feisal as the monarch in Baghdad, thus laying the ground for Saddam Hussein's ascension to power in Iraq—and all that followed.  In that case, proof of Lawrence’s development theory was afforded by the abject failure of its opposite, centralized management by a foreign power. 

Simply stated, what Lawrence recommended and practiced was self-determination; or described in more modern political terms, supporting the existing power structure—in the case of Afghanistan almost entirely tribal—to pull itself from the mire and chaos and in the process accepting, to paraphrase Lawrence, that a job done imperfectly by the Afghans themselves is far better than a job done perfectly by us or our allies.  This is all the more important today because the job done by the U.S. and NATO is increasingly imperfect itself and thus carries the double damnation of foreign and imperfect.  Those of us who know anything about the final years of the British empire must admit that they too were rather incompetent at the end.

What does this T.E. Lawrence model mean in practical terms for Afghanistan?

- Aim at the politics before anything else.

- Establish security but not simply with bombs, bullets, and bayonets—particularly not with bombs.

- Make our aid for development and reconstruction effective instead of being largely wasted.
 - Alter the approach to opium production.

- Work hard on the regional diplomacy, including the Israeli-Palestinian-Arabs issue

- Demilitarize U.S. foreign policy across the board—but by making the civilians as good as the soldiers and not by bringing down the latter (this last effort, while clearly longer term, should get underway right away because it has the additional benefit of making future U.S. foreign policy far more effective and less dependent on the military instrument).

Let me touch briefly on each of these six areas: 

The Politics

The insurgency is anything but monolithic.  Break some of the Taliban's foot soldiers away from the Taliban leadership.  Convincing them that it is in their self-interest to do so is the basic method and is achievable.  President Karzai's efforts have been largely cosmetic because he does not want to share power.  His record of having lured 12 of the UN's list of some 140 to 150 senior Taliban leaders away from the insurgency is an infinitesimal achievement.  

Ensure safe, fair elections--


- Prevent electoral fraud—particularly by or around Karzai.—and focus on the south and east (e.g., maximize election security efforts in the south and east where more than 50% of the population resides).  


- Convince Afghans that Karzai won't steal the elections (his recent appointment of a close companion to head the Afghan Election Commission exacerbated this challenge).


- Convince Afghans to vote.  Only about 500,000 have registered out of approximately 10 million eligible voters (many women are included in this 500,000 too, which is not explicable in a male-dominated society except as electoral fraud).


- There is a possibility that the Taliban in the south and east will opt to participate in rather than disturb the election process (because they may feel they have a good chance of winning in certain areas).  Fine.  Ensure the votes are fair.  What better way to bring some of the Taliban into politics?  (The downside of Hamas' win in the Palestinian elections was not so much that Hamas was elected; it was that the U.S. leadership—listening to the siren song of supposedly infallible intelligence—was surprised that Hamas was elected and then refused to deal with Hamas afterward.)  

Decentralize government (constitutional change).  The central power structure is untenable.  A joke on the streets of Kabul is: “Karzai controls less and less—of Kabul.”

Elections and decentralization are not panaceas of course but unfair elections and an overriding focus on Kabul and the government there can undermine what progress has been made and ruin chances of positive change. 
Security

Improve the Afghan National Army.  Such improvement is not done by simply increasing numbers; but also by ensuring the existing ranks, as well as those to be added, are professional enough to do the job.  This means embedding U.S. soldiers and Marines with foot patrols, motorized patrols, at security points, and in every way possible in the countryside—and accepting Lawrence’s philosophy, i.e., it is better to have the Afghan soldiers do it imperfectly than to have U.S. or NATO soldiers do it perfectly.

And put soldiers in their own neighborhoods.  Supposedly, this leads to corruption.  I'll take a little of this type of corruption when compared to putting soldiers from Mazar-i-Sharif in Kandahar or from Kabul in Khost.  This is idiotic.  Put locals with locals, soldiers and police.  They know their people and their people are far more likely to trust them—and to hold them to account when they prove untrustworthy. 

Stop using airpower except in extremis (and redefine in extremis).  Let me quote from the pen of an advisor to President Johnson who advised Johnson during the course of my war, the Vietnam War.

Chester Cooper told LBJ in 1965 that "the war in Vietnam represents a difficult and brand new type of warfare" which Americans "may not know how to fight."  Cooper had a favorite example of this American ignorance; it was the U.S. military's reliance on airpower.  Cooper strongly criticized this reliance as excessive. Too often, he argued, bombing missions directed against the communist guerrillas resulted in civilian casualties and the destruction of peasant villages.  This represented, said Cooper, "a deeply important problem that goes beyond public relations.  At issue here is how the war should be fought.  Our object is not so much to destroy an enemy as to win a people."  (Quoted in the book War Council, by Andrew Preston).  

Critics, and some of my U.S. Air Force colleagues, maintain that precision-guided munitions have altered this reality.  They have not.  Precision-guided munitions have only kept up with the decline in the western world’s tolerance for collateral damage and a savvy enemy’s ability to exploit civilian casualties.  The equation is exactly the same: bombing ruins counterinsurgencies. 

Predator strikes into the Federally-Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) produce an even more damaging result.  Not only do they kill innocent civilians, including women and children, they destabilize the most strategic country in the region, Pakistan.  These strikes are almost completely counterproductive.  Even when they do manage to take out al Qa'ida or Taliban leaders, these leaders are swiftly replaced and often the replacements are more radical than those eliminated.  Even Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld recognized that we could not kill the terrorists as fast as they could be produced.  So why do we act as if we can?

Train more Afghan police.  Ultimately, the police will be the security element of choice most of the time.  Otherwise, we make the mistake we so often do, confusing military action with law enforcement, detrimental to cop, soldier and country.  Even though the Afghan police come in for much criticism, over 80% of Afghans in polls indicate they have confidence in their police.

The stark deficiency in police training is not enough resources.  Europe needs to do more. Karzai’s appointment of Harif Almar to the Ministry of the Interior (MOI) is a good move as he is a respected and capable man, from what I have heard—like MOI Jawad al-Bolani in Iraq.  Bolani has more than 500,000 men in his police force and Iraq is a smaller country than Afghanistan. 

Empower local leaders by using Lawrence’s philosophy: let them get credit for what good police and Army units accomplish, let them in on the planning for the use of such units, and let them accompany the units when possible.  They should be getting the credit for improved security, job creation, reconstruction, and other effective aid. 

Aid
Acknowledge that what Secretary Clinton said at the Hague on 30 March is true.  Clinton said: “For those of you who have been on the ground in Afghanistan, you have seen with your own eyes that a lot of these aid programs don’t work.  There are so many problems with them.  There are problems of design, there are problems of staffing, there are problems of implementation, there are problems of accountability.  You just go down the line.”   Most significantly, the Secretary said that the ability of the U.S. to administer aid programs has “very little credibility”.  I can assure you that my contacts in the country, military and civilian, echo the Secretary’s sentiments, particularly about lack of credibility with Afghans.

This lack of credibility is not strictly American either.  The very recent report by the European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR), written by Daniel Korski, highlights thoroughly both the gains and losses of Europe’s efforts in Afghanistan, as well as documenting planned future efforts and making useful recommendations for those efforts (ECFR, “Shaping Europe’s Afghan Surge” by Daniel Korski, prepared for the 3-4 April 2009 NATO Summit).

To deliver effective aid, we need to develop different strategies for each of the main areas in Afghanistan—south and east, north, and central (Kabul and environs).  There are different needs, varying tribal structures, and dissimilar possibilities.  In one place an improved road may be needed; in another a school; in another a health clinic; in still another a concentrated agricultural push.  And let the Afghans determine what the need is.

Fund the reconstruction and aid efforts largely through the Afghan government.  And spend most of the aid money on Afghan priorities. 

Coordinate the aid.  At present, no one—UN, U.S., NATO, or EU—is in charge.  Instead there are hundreds of projects, programs, and policies all over the country, run or written by governments, NGOs, PVOs, for-profits, not-for-profits, all in a helter-skelter of uncoordinated frenzy, or the opposite, lethargy.  Someone needs to be in charge.  Unity of command is frayed badly enough when it comes to military operations; it is utterly non-existent when it comes to aid.  This needs changing and swiftly.  Put the UN in charge and give it its head.  If the UN won't accept the role, pick a country—any country—and put it in charge.  Just so someone is coordinating—eliminating duplication, weeding out corruption, assuring quality control, and all the things a good manager should do.  

Drugs
Cease aerial eradication.  It is unwise and counterproductive.

Avoid militarizing the response to drug trafficking; keep “justice” local and in the law enforcement arena.  Consider establishing a UN court to handle big cases—warlords or ministers of government, for example—so that the locals do not get tarred with that brush, until they are able to stand up to it.  
Devote major resources to alternative occupations and/or crops.  (As in the case of the U.S. and Mexico, the center of gravity of this struggle is not in the drug-crop growers or in the traffickers, but in the consumers of the drugs in the U.S. and Europe and, increasingly, in Iran.  Major efforts need to be made by all drug-using countries to deflate demand.  As one of Afghanistan’s former Ministers of Finance said last year in a moment of pique: “You in the west are the problem for taking the drugs in the first place and driving the price so high.”  Unfortunately, he is right.)

And while we're on drugs, don't let the CIA play around again with spreading experimental seeds that promise to grow like poppies, refine into opium like poppies, but when sold as heroin have no narcotic effect.  This sort of project is the Agency's bread and butter of course—like the pen with which it was going to kill Fidel Castro.  Alas, this sort of misplaced faith in technology to supplement for hard work and brains is cock-eyed at best and deadly dangerous at worst.  

Regional diplomacy

Work with New Delhi and Islamabad to bring all good offices to bear on the stability of both Afghanistan and Pakistan.  This will require intense diplomacy, not the sort of here and gone, touch and go diplomacy for which the U.S. was increasingly criticized during the Bush-Cheney period. In this regard, I applaud the appointment of Richard Holbrooke as special envoy to lead some of the regional diplomacy—and to stay at it like the bulldog he is. 

Work with Iran as we worked with Iran in the opening months of the struggle in Afghanistan.  As Ambassador James Dobbins has said, it is time to stop not talking, time to get serious about managing the regions difficult challenges in concert with those who have an even greater interest in stability than we do.  

Understand the challenges of Pakistan—challenges which every time we strike with Predator, or God forbid other more overt means, in Pakistan’s territory we multiply tenfold.

Support Pakistan’s government in its efforts to deal with its fractious frontier; help it train its armed forces; support their efforts, and basically pursue the radical elements in its own territory.  Provide the aid necessary for the government to do what is the sine qua non of a successful effort to stabilize and sustain the state: decrease the huge wealth disparities, raise the standard of living of all Pakistanis, and bring the rule of law to every region.

At present, Baitullah Mehsud is a more strategically dangerous terrorist than Osama bin Laden.  Mehsud may have been involved in the attack on Mumbai, India.  Three times he has conducted major strikes in Pakistan (and he is claiming many more smaller attacks): killing former prime minister Benazir Bhutto, attacking the Sri Lankan cricket team in central Lahore and, most recently, assaulting a police academy on the outskirts of Lahore.  These last two attacks, in the Punjab, demonstrate a serious threat indeed, one that could sever the tentative thread of governance in Pakistan.   

Convince Turkey to help.  Convince Turkmenistan, Uzebekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgystan that the most hopeful future is regional transportation, communications, and trade that links them all to Afghanistan and to Turkey and Iran and beyond, as well as to India and to China’s west.

Make headway on a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian dilemma.  No matter where in the Muslim world, in the multitudes in India or in the huge population of Indonesia, the U.S. failure to act as an honest broker in the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians stains and corrupts the Muslim view of us.  Settling this huge issue will not bring garlands or trumpets of triumph, but it will eliminate yet another impediment to better relations—an impediment that increasingly resonates with 1.3 billion Muslims like no other single issue. 
Demilitarization of US foreign policy

The recent change of the Unified Campaign Plan (UCP) to create the unified command AFRICOM is the latest manifestation of the dependence of America on its military for everything from bullets to beans, from hot war to forging peace, from training soldiers to fixing sewers, from patrolling the seas for drug dealers to responding to natural disasters around the world, including in the U.S. itself.  Madeleine Albright’s plaintive cry to General Colin Powell in the early 90s that since he was always talking about such a fine military, why couldn’t we use it now and then, has morphed into a military committed in every way and extended far beyond what any sane person would call reasonable.  Moreover, this over-reliance on the military instrument is downright dangerous. 

And that US European Command (USEUCOM) already had Africa in its Area of Responsibility is not sufficient counterargument because for USEUCOM, Africa was so small a priority that it was almost the same as not having a military command associated with Africa—the very best condition possible.   

The idea that sub-Saharan Africa needs more guns, more military training—in the sacrosanct name of counterterrorism—and more U.S. security presence to ensure its oil is watched over, is simply nonsense.  Even the latter objective, an otherwise perfectly legitimate strategic purpose, is ill-served by boots on the ground in Africa and well-served by a robust US naval presence over the horizon.*  Just the nefarious dealings over the Cold War years by the CIA in Africa should be enough to sober any soul devising new methods to introduce hard power, however camouflaged, into this region. 

Though this demilitarization of US foreign policy and overall change in emphasis from hard power to soft power is a long-term proposition, it needs to start immediately and there are no better places for it to start than Iraq and Afghanistan—and to start in more than simply rhetoric from Secretary Gates or Chairman Mullen.

A reason, however, that such a start is hampered majorly is not the military leadership’s reluctance so much as it is the rest of the interagency group’s incompetence or unwillingness.  Let me give you a recent concrete example.

As chief of staff at the U.S. Department of State, I helped put a highly-qualified civilian in Iraq in 2003.  Four years later, a much-experienced young man, he is in Afghanistan.  He reported to me recently that he was cautioned by his DOS superior in Kabul to slow down.  Specifically, to limit his work day and his work week.  When he protested that the military people with whom he was working did not do that but worked 24/7, he was cautioned not to copy their ethic.  His actions might spread, he was instructed, and corrode the working hours of other DOS personnel.  

My colleague, being wise to the ways of bureaucracy, thanked his DOS superior for his advice, returned to the field, and resumed his 24/7 work ethic, matching his military cohort. 

This sort of attitude has got to stop.  All U.S. personnel have to bust tail, as we say in the Army.  All U.S. personnel have to be like my civilian colleague working in Afghanistan.  And that means a year or longer tour as well, not simply 90 days or six months.

*And this naval presence should probably come from both flanks, i.e., the Atlantic and Indian Oceans.  Which is why the US Navy’s recent decision to de-emphasize the Atlantic in order to concentrate on the Indian Ocean is somewhat mystifying, until of course one realizes that the new emphasis is to help surround China with the aid of a too willing Indian Navy if not the democrats in New Delhi. 
But you don’t do this overnight; you don’t change the work ethic, the expertise, the motivation and drive—the culture—of the Federal bureaucracy overnight.  It takes careful selection of recruits, extensive education and training, experience in meaningful simulations and exercises, and a risk-taking culture whose leaders allow mistakes, mentor 

well, and thus grow people into being experts.  It takes extensive language training and development of cultural sensitivity.  It takes, for example, what Matthew Alexander (a pseudonym) illustrates in his book on his interrogation experiences in Iraq, How To 
Break A Terrorist.  In short, he developed the actionable intelligence used to get Abu
Musab al-Zarqawi in Iraq by being very knowledgeable of the culture from which Zarqawi and his subordinates came and manipulating that knowledge to gain intelligence,

not by using harsh interrogation methods or torture.  (He also had the courage to take the risk of defying his superiors and some of his colleagues in order to implement his methodology.)  It took quite a long time to develop Mr. Alexander; it will take time to develop similar people for nation-building.  But we need to get started.  Indeed, we may well be in Iraq for 10 more years and Afghanistan for the foreseeable future, the rest of my lifetime for certain.

I’ll close by saying please don’t take my foregoing remarks as advocacy of nation-building.  I hope we never embark on such endeavors again quite frankly.  But we are deeply in such endeavors today—and, according to Secretary Gates and others, we seem to envision such operations as being the future, so much so in fact that we are thinking about force planning and development for our military based on that strategic model (again, see today’s Washington Post, front page, right side, above the fold: “Gates Seeks Sharp Turn in Spending”).  
While I believe such thinking to be a mistake—like fighting the last war, a predilection of generals—I realize that it is probably unstoppable. Moreover, I realize that other motivations may be driving some of this effort, e.g., the desire to deflate the arrogance, corruption, and incredible collusion among defense contractors of the military-industrial-congressional complex that produces cost overruns, shoddy products, and well-beyond-time fieldings of even the products that work as advertised.  There is no doubt our defense procurement system is broken and hopelessly corrupt and I applaud Secretary Gates for having the courage to take on this challenge.  But I know what will become of his strategic decision to aim at small wars instead of big wars: we will wind up aiming at both or neither, which amounts to the same thing, muddling through.

Lately and finally, I must say that I take some solace from the plain and simple fact that if our current financial and economic crisis is as profound as I believe it to be, the American people in their collective wisdom will rise up and smite anyone who attempts to send our legions abroad on such nation-building missions in the near future.  In every dark cloud, in other words, there is a silver lining.  
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