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U.S. Should Back a Robust Afghan National Security Force

Luke Coffey

vershadowed by the announce-

ment in President Obama’s State
of the Union address that 34,000
U.S. troops will be brought home
from Afghanistan was an acknowl-
edgement that the capabilities of the
Afghan National Security Forces
(ANSF) need to improve. The U.S.
should argue that the ANSF should
not be reduced in numbers as cur-
rently planned, and the White House
should press international partners
to commit funding for the Afghan
forces well into the future.

Future Size of the ANSF Still in
Doubt. Success will be achieved in
Afghanistan when it is able to man-
age its own internal security in order
to prevent al-Qaeda and its allies
from re-establishing terrorist bases
in the country. In the context of secu-
rity, NATO’s modest goal is to raise
the Afghan forces to a level where
they can—without the help of tens of
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thousands of NATO troops—take on
the Taliban and prevent internation-
al terrorist groups from coming back
to Afghanistan.

Currently, the ANSF has 352,000
Afghans in uniform. However, under
current plans, the ANSF will be
reduced to alevel of 228,500 by 2017.
This planned reduction will take
place during the first two years after
NATO troops end combat operations
in the country and during a period
when Afghanistan will be at its most
vulnerable. There are no plans for
what will happen to the 123,500
militarily trained young men who
will need jobs when this reduction
takes place. With Afghan unemploy-
ment estimated to be as high as 35
percent,' the lack of opportunity for
former members of the ANSF could
draw them into the insurgency.

The NATO decision to reduce
ANSF numbers was based on finan-
cial concerns and not a realistic

assessment of Kabul’s security needs.

As the former Afghan defense min-
ister, General Abdul Rahim Wardak,
pointed out when this debate was
taking place inside NATO:

Nobody at this moment, based
on any type of analysis, can
predict what will be the secu-
rity situation in 2014. That’s

unpredictable. Going lower [in
Afghan troop numbers] has to be
based on realities on the ground.
Otherwise it will be a disaster,

it will be a catastrophe, putting
at risk all that we have accom-
plished together with so much
sacrifice in blood and treasure.?

Security Is Not Cheap.
Afghanistan will need financial sup-
port from the international com-
munity for the foreseeable future. A
major part of the post-2014 commit-
ment to Afghanistan will be mentor-
ing, training, and funding the ANSF.
Maintaining the ANSF at a reduced
level of 228,500 troops will cost the
international community approxi-
mately $4.1 billion per year. To place
this sum into perspective, the U.S.
spent this amount every 12 days in
Afghanistan on combat operations in
2012.

Sadly, the international commu-
nity’s financial contributions have
come up short. Although the U.S. has
so far committed $2 billion, other
NATO members such as the U.K. (the
world’s seventh-largest economy)
and Germany (the world’s fourth-
largest economy) have contributed
only $110 million and $200 mil-
lion, respectively. The international
community is still short $1.8 billion
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for the years 2015-2017 for ANSF
funding.® Keeping ANSF figures at
their current level of 352,000 troops
beyond 2015, instead of reducing the
force to 228,500 as planned, would
be costly, but it would be money well
spent.

Afghan Local Police: Part of
the Solution, Not the Problem.
The Afghan Local Police (ALP)
initiative was one of General David

Petraeus’s most successful programs.

It was established soon after he
arrived to Afghanistan in 2010 and
was based on his success at mobiliz-
ing local forces in Iraq. Local auxil-
iary forces such as the ALP are a cru-
cial part of any counterinsurgency
campaign.

The ANSF is a national force—not
aprovincial force. It is recruited
from across Afghanistan and from
all ethnic groups. An ethnically
Uzbek recruit from Balkh Province,
for example, can end up fighting in
the Pashtun heartland in the south.
The ANSF cannot always be present
in some of Afghanistan’s extremely
remote villages. This is why the ALP
is important.

There are currently 19,600 mem-
bers in the ALP, but there are pro-
posals to increase their numbers
t0 45,000. The ALP brings local
knowledge and local ownership to
local security, something foreign
troops—and in some cases even
Afghan troops—will never be able to
do. The ALP uses local residents as
static security forces for checkpoints
and roadblocks. Administratively,
the ALP is under the auspices of the
Afghan Ministry of the Interior. ALP

troops are not trained in maneuver
warfare and are lightly armed.

Human rights organizations
and some NATO countries (such
as Germany) have been critical of
the ALP program without offer-
ing a credible alternative. The ALP
is not perfect, but neither is any
other police force in the world. As
the ANSF becomes more capable
and security conditions across
Afghanistan improve, the Afghan
government will need to develop a
plan to transition ALP units into for-
mal ANSF structures.

The Way Ahead. As NATO
troops start to reduce their num-
bers in Afghanistan, the responsi-
bility of security will be left to the
Afghans themselves. The U.S. and
its NATO partners have come too far
in Afghanistan to let their achieve-
ments be squandered by an unwill-
ingness to properly fund the ANSF
after 2015.

The U.S. should ensure that:

m The ANSF remains at 352,000
for the foreseeable future. The
ANSF should not be reduced to
228,500 by 2017 as planned. The
strength of the ANSF should
be determined by the security
conditions on the ground. NATO
leaders should resist the tempta-
tion to reduce the ANSF’s size
and capability simply for finan-
cial reasons.

m International partners
provide their fair share of
the funding for the ANSF.
Everyone benefits from a strong

ANSF. However, maintaining a
robust Afghan force will not be
cheap. The U.S. should continue
to press international partners
to commit adequate funding for
the ANSF for the foreseeable
future.

s The ANSF remains capable.
The U.S. should ensure that the
ANSF has the equipment and
capabilities required to fulfill
their mission—especially heli-
copters and counter-improvised-
explosive-device capability.

= The ALP continues to play a
role. So far, the ALP has been a
success story. The ALP should be
increased in size and be used well
into the future as the security
situation requires.

Learn the Lessons of History.
The ANSF are just developing the
capabilities required to carry out
autonomous operations. While far
from being perfect, perfection was
never NATO’s goal for the ANSF. The
goal is to raise the forces to a level
where the Afghans can provide their
own internal security.

When Russia stopped funding
Najibullah’s regime in 1992, the
Afghan air force was grounded due to
lack of fuel, and Afghan army deser-
tions increased by 60 percent due to
lack of pay and food shortages. This
established the chaotic conditions
in Afghanistan that, in part, helped
to bring the Taliban into power in
1994. NATO should learn the les-
sons of Afghanistan’s recent history
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and ensure that the ANSF are fully
funded and capable.
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Thatcher Center for Freedom, a
division of the Kathryn and
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