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Strengths: there is much to like in the new Obama strategy for Afghanistan and Pakistan, particularly:
1. It finally urgently channels attention and resources to Afghanistan
2. It refocuses on the al-Qaeda threat

3. It pays attention to the important regional context

4. It gives more attention to economic and human development in both Afghanistan and Pakistan 

5. It makes a serious effort to stabilize and help develop Pakistan, which otherwise could become a failed state and provide a challenge to the US greater than Afghanistan and Iraq combined.
Notes of caution and unrealistic assumptions: There are, however, components of this strategy that are underdeveloped, suffer from contradictions, or that are grounded in false assumption.  The most important are:
1. The idea of using sophisticated strategies to “Peel insurgents from the Taliban’s uncompromising core” who are not hardcore Taliban and Al Qaeda members assumes that the majority of fighters join the Taliban because of desperation, coercion or financial need, instead of ideology. 

a. For many in the South, the Taliban are the Patriots and the Americans are the occupiers, and today’s Taliban have a broad ideology that accommodates many combinations of Islamism, traditionalism and nationalism.
b. The Taliban are highly motivated and confident and pay low salaries, sometimes none

c. Taliban have very few resources to give compared to NATO, they are succeeding in spite of limited resources 
d. The Taliban have shown strong cohesion so far

e. The Taliban, as of now, appear to be doing quite well, so why would their members want to defect to a corrupt and weak government that depends on foreign support for its survival?

2. Economic development must take place everywhere, not only in insurgency-prone areas, be meant for long-term impact, and not appear as being purely in support of COIN:
a. If development appears to only support COIN, Afghans will think of it as short-term and not take it seriously.  Some may revolt to receive aid.
b. Development should benefit peaceful areas to preempt a nationwide insurgency and reward those who are not joining the insurgents

c. Economic development works best in areas without conflict

d. Best way to provide aid: Build Afghan and Pakistani infrastructure now: roads, bridges, wells, teachers’ colleges, nurses’ colleges, hospitals. 

e.  Invite Pakistanis to help build Afghanistan to make them stakeholders and develop better economic ties 

3. Deal with narcotics: Not clear what the plan is.  All strategies have downsides.
4. Deal with corruption: This is critical, but the entire system of giving aid, on the Western end as well as the Afghan end, must be overhauled to reduce corruption.
a. This may require reintroducing harsh public punishment for crime (like Taliban)
b. This will require a public commitment to remain in Afghanistan for 5-10 years so officials will not attempt to steal as much as they can before the venture collapses

5. Strengthen Kabul government or tribal, provincial and local leaders? The new AfPak strategy envisions working directly with local leaders. This may weaken the state in the long run by creating many centers of power around the country.  
a. Having a weak and fragmented state will make it difficult to have an exit strategy.

b. The Soviet experience

6. Increasing the number of US troops and the cost of operations increases the odds of success but reduces the amount of time available to sustain operations.  The reason is because fiscal restraints and political pressure may ultimately require a drawdown or a withdrawal. Time is the one thing insurgents in Afghanistan have that the US and NATO don’t have and we are reducing our ability to outlast them.
7. Are the increases in troops and aid enough to make a difference? 

a. How large/strong to make Afghan military/police? 80/50 (now) 134/82 (Obama) or 200/200 (what some want, Soviets)
b. Soviets peaked at 120,000 troops

8. What is the exit strategy? Under the best of scenarios, how will the region look like in five or ten years?
a. How much aid will the US continue to give the Afghan state? Depends on size of military

b. Will the state be stable? Depends on the centralization of means of coercion

c. Will the state be democratic? Depends on political and administrative decentralization

d. Will Afghanistan continue to be a narco-state? Highly probable
9. The wisdom of using “benchmarks” while dealing with the governments in Kabul and Islamabad.  The risk of undermining theses governments by appearing patronizing.
10. Sending Western “civilians” is very risky and costly and may be wasteful/inefficient because of steep learning curve.  It also continue to undermine NGO workers because all civilians will become associated with COIN

11. Assumption that you can motivate the Pakistanis to stop all ties to jihadi organizations when the Kashmir conflict and the rivalry with India are ongoing is wrong.  The only way the Pakistanis will drop all Jihadi organizations and channel military resources to defeat the militarized Islamists of NWFP is to solve the Kashmir issue and help normalize relations between India and Pakistan.  This should be a major Obama initiative.

12. Does the US need to “defeat” the Taliban?
a. COIN itself creates new enemies

b. Can we defeat the Taliban and still win the war?

c. Would controlling Afghanistan be sufficient to defeat or restrict al-Qaeda (the main goal of the new strategy)? It is a “moveable” organization that can find sanctuary in many places, including Somalia, the Philippines, or Sudan.
d. The cost and difficulty of defeating Taliban
e. They do represent the preferences and support of a segment of the population

f. They have the legal right to fight a foreign occupation

g. It is better to attempt to separate the Taliban from al-Qaeda to isolate the latter, not to divide the Taliban.

13. It is wrong to assume that Iran and India have interests that converge with US interests in Afghanistan.  Iran needs a “grand bargain” with the US and Afghanistan is one of the dimensions (and a pressure card) in this grand bargain for interests to converge.  India will use Afghanistan to pressure Pakistan thus discouraging the Pakistanis from cooperating with the US, which makes it even more urgent to end the Indo-Pakistani rivalry.  

14. Supporting elections and democracy in Afghanistan is problematic because of structural flaws:

a. The constitutionally strong presidency

b. The weak parliament and an SNV electoral system that makes it impossible for parties to form

c. Flawed administrative structure.

d. Cost of elections and security risks this coming election

e. US must encourage political and administrative restructuring without appearing to be creating the new regime.  Parliament must be strengthened vis-à-vis the presidency.  A strong prime minister that serves at the pleasure of parliament would be better for a diverse Afghanistan.

Suggested Additional Elements and Tweaks to Afpak Strategy:

1. A major Obama Administration diplomatic push to attempt to solve Pakistan-India conflict over Kashmir and to normalize relations between the two rivals.

2. Provide security guarantees to Pakistan if it moves military assets from the border with India

3. Massive aid package to jumpstart Pakistan’s economy and strengthen state institutions ($4-5billion/year instead of $1.5billion/year).  

4. Engage Iran quickly and strike a grand bargain with it.  A windfall would be cooperation on Afghanistan

5. Serious infrastructure reconstruction effort in Afghanistan

6. Commit to support the Afghan state with $2billion/year for ten years. 

7. Strengthen Afghan parliament and weaken presidency

8. Centralize and harmonize all international efforts

9. Focus on corruption and poor practices along the entire chain of aid and development, not only the Afghan end

10. Offer the Taliban to run for elections unconditionally and with guarantees for their safety.

a. If Taliban refuse, they will appear worried about poor popular support and become vulnerable to state propaganda
b. If Taliban accept and do poorly, they would be discredited

c. If Taliban do well and choose to join parliament/government, they will have to integrate forces with state institutions

11. Develop administrative decentralization with military centralization

12. Disband the corrupt Afghan National Police and start a new law-enforcement institution with three–tiered policing: 
a. local/district level self-organized with light weapons;
b. Province-level for areas with no local police and more complex issues; 
c. National police with specialized training (drugs, corruption,…) and for policing larger cities  







