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Introduction

The International Kabul Conference held this month was part of a series of major international meetings (nine so far) since 2001 that focused on ever complicating situations and challenges faced by Afghanistan and its international partners. Measures taken in this marathon of meetings were incremental and mostly characterized as reaction to emerging situations. In some cases certain priorities set in preceding meeting were tactically modified. 

The Kabul Conference came against a backdrop of several years of poorly resourced and ill-coordinated reconstruction efforts leading to continued insecurity and violence that has peaked this year to the highest level since the removal of the Taliban from power in 2001. The conference was held at a most challenging moment where the insurgency is growing, the government is weakening, the public is disillusioned and the time is running out.  Attempts by Kabul and its international partners to create a new narrative telling a more positive story showing a new spirit of purpose and cooperation were the hallmark of the meeting. These included steps for the Afghans to take more responsibility for their performance and their future and a long-term commitment by the international community to Afghan-led efforts to improve security, governance and development programs. 

Obviously there was some symbolic importance there, as the international gathering was successfully held in the Afghan capital and the agenda was set by the Afghan Government. But, what matters is what happens after the conference at a time that Afghan events are strongly influenced by the legacy of past failures and the emerging aura of waning international resolve and critical time constraints. It amounted to reaction to declining hopes for Afghan stability.

Afghanistan’s transition from conflict to peace is a state building challenge that demands the creation of a set of institutions, capacities, resources and provisions for the rule of law. Success will be defined by the Afghan government’s ability to control and secure its territory and win the trust of the people through providing justice and basic services. 

To stabilize Afghanistan, the capacity of the Afghan society must be mobilized to achieve what the people aspire for, not what is imposed on them through supply-driven assistance. There is a debate whether the change can come through a centralized government from the top or through local approach from the bottom. It is not this or that, but both. The process at Bonn started with a tacit bottom up approach, allowing regional strongmen and warlords to seize power in the provinces and operate independently. To counter this excessive decentralization the constitution adopted in 2004 introduced a strong centralized government that failed to respond to local needs. There is a need to fine-tune the balance of power between the center and the peripheries. The basic unit of reconstruction is the “district”, and this should be reflected in power and budgetary responsibility.

Achieving sustainable stability in Afghanistan requires two sets of mutually reinforcing measures. First of all it is necessary to reduce the threat level; and secondly to build and mobilize effective Afghan indigenous capacities to respond to challenges under Afghan ownership. The main obstacles to achieving this are a growing insurgency, weak state institutions, ineffective and corrupt governance, difficulties in expanding the quantity and quality of Afghan security forces, and diverging strategic interests of Afghanistan’s neighbors. 

These include a focus on two sets of stability building measures:

1. Reducing the level of threats

a. Reconciliation and reintegration of local insurgents

b. Regional cooperation to reduce insurgents’ bases and curb their movement for cross border attacks

c. Social outreach programs to enlist cooperation of local communities and tribes

2. Building indigenous capacity to respond to challenges

a. Building Afghanistan National Security Forces in sufficient numbers and high quality

b. Improvement of governance and the rule of law to win the trust of the population 

c. Improvement of economic situation to bring tangible changes to the lives of the majority of Afghan citizens

This evening I would like to focus on one key element from each set of measures listed above: Reconciliation and reintegration of local insurgents; and Building Afghanistan National Security Forces in sufficient numbers and high quality to facilitate transition of security responsibility.
Reintegration and Reconciliation

The Kabul Conference “welcomed and endorsed in principle the Afghan Government's Peace and Reintegration Program, which is open to all Afghan members of the armed opposition and their communities who renounce violence, have no links to international terrorist organizations, respect the constitution and are willing to join in building a peaceful Afghanistan. The international community reiterated its commitment to continue to support this endeavor through the Peace and Reintegration Trust Fund

The recently concluded National Consultative Peace Jirga in Kabul unanimously called for resolution of ongoing conflict in Afghanistan through negotiation with the armed opposition. The Peace Jirga stressed the importance of “long-term international commitment” to ensure Afghanistan does not become “a playground of regional conflict.” It also underscored that “no peace efforts should bring to question the achievements made so far and its legal values and should not lead to a new crisis in the country.” It also called for “a just peace which can guarantee the rights of its all citizens including women and children.” All this supports the centrality of the Afghanistan constitution. The Taliban leaders so far rejected calls for reconciliation or put conditions that are seen unacceptable to Afghan Government and its international partners. 
However, in spite of this level of Afghan public support, the reconciliation process so far has been mired in the complexities of local, regional and global politics. This has contributed to the vagueness of strategic vision, clarity of parameters and unity of effort. Rhetoric has been more prominent than substance. There has been no clarity about whom to talk to, what political cost is acceptable to achieve peace and what kind of an end state is envisioned. Attempts by different Afghan and foreign actors to engage the insurgents have lacked transparency, and been fragmented, uncoordinated, transient, and often counter-productive.  

Concepts under discussion regarding Afghanistan Peace and Reconciliation Program (APRP) look at the tactical level reintegration efforts focuses on foot soldiers, group, and local leaders who form the bulk of the insurgency. Efforts at the strategic level focus on the leadership which is a complex and highly sensitive issue that necessitates a broad approach. The package for these levels may include: addressing the problems of sanctuaries, measures for outreach and removal from the UN sanction list, ensuring that they break the links with Al-Qaida, securing political accommodation or potential exile in a third country. 

The goal of the APRP is to promote peace through a political approach. It will encourage regional and international cooperation, will create the political and judicial conditions for peace and reconciliation, and will encourage combatant foot soldiers commanders and leaders previously siding with armed opposition and extremist groups to renounce violence and terrorism, and to join a constructive process of reintegration and peace. It will have three basic pillars:

· Security for villages/districts by ANSF supported by ISAF as well as PPF

· Governance, Rule of Law and Human Rights

· Social and Economic Development (NSP III) and others (National Rural Access Program- vocational training through infrastructure projects in priority districts)

There are certain barriers in the way of integration that can influence the results even when the process continues. The obstacle includes the trust deficit and the diversity of motivations that drive people to fight (ideological, political, social, personal, economic).  In the absence of security and trusted governance environment, potential for failure of the process once underway could include collapse of compact, local rivalries, increased corruption and loss of credibility. 

However, while there is wide support for the reintegration of the Taliban ranks and files into the Afghan society there is little consensus among different actors regarding reconciliation with the leadership of the Taliban. The Afghan government and Pakistan see peace talks with the Taliban leadership a key to peace while the United States doubts that negotiation with the Taliban leadership from a current weak position in Kabul will help. Washington favors reintegration of low-ranking Taliban members into Afghan society, but does not favor political reconciliation with its leaders. It is expected that the impact of the U.S. military surge in Afghanistan in the next 12 months and the planned expansion of Afghanistan indigenous security capacity and governance next year will create a favorable environment for meaningful negotiation with the insurgents’ leadership. 
The potential for a grand peace deal (reconciliation) is limited by the competing interests of domestic, regional and international actors vested in Afghanistan. Local deals may be achievable, but can only be initiated in an environment conducive to fruitful negotiations. There must be incentives for the opposition to talk, in the hopes of gaining what cannot be achieved through violence. Currently such conditions may exist only in some localized areas. The reconciliation process should be pursued only where the relative dominance of the government makes negotiation worthwhile.

While there is a need for pursuing a reconciliation process it cannot succeed unless a favorable regional environment is created. This requires integrating the peace process into a unified counterinsurgency strategy among all stakeholders. Building a sustainable peace requires joint efforts by Afghanistan and Pakistan, supported by the international community, to tackle extremism both militarily and ideologically.

Afghanistan's neighbors and other regional powers can be both obstacles and solutions to the country’s problems. Progress requires stability in Afghanistan to be seen as an extension of other nations’ strategic priorities. Openness and cooperation with regional powers offer the best prospects for security and economic progress. However, no regional approach can be fully effective without the influence of major outside powers (NATO, U.S. China, India, and Russia) that are involved in the region. 

Four points are of key importance. Firstly, Regional interference and intervention in Afghanistan will continue as long as the country remains unstable. Secondly, Afghanistan’s capacity to overcome its political and economic problems is unavoidably linked to the strength of its regional relationships. Thirdly, Afghanistan’s bi-lateral relationships with Iran and Pakistan are closely influenced by their attitudes towards the United States and India’s involvement in the region. Whether these neighbors cooperate or create obstacles for Afghanistan’s recovery is greatly influenced by American strategic policies in the region, Iran’s problems with the U.S and Pakistan’s disputes with India. Finally, the perception that U.S. interest in Afghanistan and the region is fading drives domestic opposition forces and regional views of the Karzai regime.

Transition of Security Responsibility

The U.S. strategy for Afghanistan is greatly dependent upon the transfer of security responsibility in Afghanistan to the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) which is planned to begin in the summer of 2011.

The transition is critically linked to the institutional and strategic capacity of the Afghan security forces that should develop amid an increasingly complex environment influenced by developments in other state institutions and governance. Further the legacy of more than eight years of failure in strategizing the development, training and institutional consolidation of the security forces in line with increasing level of threats is an enduring factor. It hinders the pace of creating effective Afghan forces that can largely replace the role of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF).  

Building the capacity of ANSF includes three key elements:

· Professional and institutional capability

· Capacity to function in an unstable and insurgency environment (armed state building)

· Simultaneous development of capacity of other government institutions including the structural legitimacy of Afghan government

The Kabul Conference endorsed the Afghan Government’s plan, developed in coordination with NATO, based on mutually-agreed criteria and phased transition to full Afghan responsibility for security, as set out in the technical Inteqal (transition) paper, and endorsed a decision-making process of the Government of Afghanistan and the North Atlantic Council (NAC). The Government of Afghanistan and NATO/ISAF are to assess jointly the provinces with the aim of announcing by the end of 2010 that the process of transition is underway.

President Karzai made a commitment that the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) “should lead and conduct military operations in all provinces by the end of 2014.”  It is predicated on the assistance from the international community to help Afghanistan generate sufficient security forces to assume such responsibility. 

Following the President Obama speech in December 2009 on Afghanistan strategy, the NATO Training Mission in Afghanistan and the Combined Security Transition Command in Afghanistan (NTM-A and CSTC-A) set the priorities to accelerate ANA growth to 134,000 by October 2010 and reform and growth of ANP to 109,000. Efforts are underway to expand ANA strength of about 91,000  to 134,000 and from 117 field battalions (kandaks) to179. The number of commando kandaks is to expand from 6 to 8. The number of kandaks capable of leading operation stands at 76. Efforts to prepare the ANP and Afghan Civil Order Police (ANCOP) forces to provide “hold” capabilities where there is a less serious threat, are also underway.

Future plans intend to expand ANA to 171,600 and ANP to 134,000 by October 2011. Further expansion target for 2013 is 240,000 for ANA and 160,000 for ANP. Total ANSF strength in Dec 2009 was 191, 969 and planed to increase to 305,600 by October 2011 and 400,000 by 2013.

The situation of Afghan Air Force is more difficult with the current 3100 personnel and 46 aircraft, it has a long way to be ready for transition. While the ANA may be ready for transition by 2014-2016 the ANAAF needs a much longer timeline until then it will have to depend on NATO capabilities.

While the capacity to provide mentors and partnership with Afghan forces has significantly improved, the real challenge is building the capacity of increased number of soldiers and police amidst the time constraints. The stakeholders should not rush beyond the Afghan and international capabilities. Expediency cannot be allowed to put half-ready and unstable ANSF units in the field faster than ISAF can provide fully qualified trainers, mentors, and partner units and the proper mix of equipment, facilities, enablers, and sustainability. Planned expansion of ANSF requires provision of added training facilities, funds and trainers and an imaginative leadership at all levels. Meeting these requirement in proportion to planned increase of ANA to 240,000 by 2013 demands mobilization of enormous resources that not likely to happen within the set timeframe. Meanwhile the process should have the capacity to deal with a wide range of obstacles including budgetary constraints, pay and benefit costs, ethnic, tribal and corruption issues and Taliban infiltration.

The development of ANP faces more serious challenges than ANA. In the Afghan environment the ANP is expected to perform a variety of counterinsurgency, security, law enforcement, border protection and other specialized missions such as counter-terrorism and counternarcotics. Further, police performance is closely linked to the effectiveness of governance and the justice sector. Currently most of the ANP lack the capacity to support counterinsurgency operation.

The Afghan police forces must be trained to a high enough standard of professionalism and discipline that they are able to defend themselves against insurgent attacks. The inadequate training of police forces and the resultant high casualty rates they sustain in battle, contribute to a poor retention rate of officers in a force that will need to expand to up to 134,000 in about one year to meet its challenges. 

Meanwhile the situation dictates that soldiers must learn how to be police, and police must learn how to fight like soldiers. Traditional police functions relating to upholding justice and the rule of law can only be effectively carried out in a relatively secure environment. Until such conditions emerge, police will inevitably function primarily as a security, rather than an investigative, force. Police work in Afghanistan should be understood as fulfilling two key aspects of the counter-insurgency plan. A paramilitary police force (or gendarmerie) must be assigned to do the “holding” of cleared areas and other heavy-duty police work that is somewhat akin to that of a paramilitary force. This must be balanced with purely civilian police work to uphold the rule of law and protect the population against crime. The concept of upholding the rule of law has been too frequently ignored in Afghanistan, by politicians and military strategists alike.

Moreover building security forces amid a cycle of violence requires patience, resources and time. Time is of essential importance. As past experiences in Afghanistan indicate, a rush to quick increase the number of soldiers and policemen will heavily cost in quality and force effectiveness,

No credible military capacity can emerge in a vacuum. Legitimate security forces are created by a state that is seen by its citizens as legitimate and worth fighting for. Building security capacities is not simply an exercise of generating more and more army Kandaks and police units. It requires that the security forces are developed in the context of an integrated civil-military institution building effort.  The development of Afghan National Army and National Police in isolation of dealing with other weaknesses of the Afghan Government such as the rule of law, corruption, the influence of non-state power brokers seriously undermines the effectiveness of the force no matter how numerically strong it may be. Efforts should be aimed at consolidation of institutions to curb the influence of power brokers. Otherwise, institutions will continue to serve personal and group interests of non-state actors. 

There have also been calls for enlisting cooperation of Afghan tribes and local communities in fighting insurgency and facilitating local security. Traditionally the tribes and local communities have complemented efforts by Afghan governments to enhance local security in the country. However such collaboration has been possible only when the tribes and local communities believed in the political and structural legitimacy of the central government, its viability and sustained capacity to deliver what tribes individually were unable to provide. In the absence of such an environment, the tribes would mostly use their local networks to survive in a chaotic environment and would interact with forces they saw as the winning party.

In many areas the tribal configuration is either not structured or is transformed during the war which sidelined traditional leaders bringing men with gun, money to prominence who often has links to outside extremist circles. In such an environment arming the tribes to face the insurgency is not expected to work as it did in Iraq. There are several problems facing the project. Although the majority of local population in Afghanistan does not want the return of the Taliban’s harsh and barren government, the insurgency is much wider than the Taliban. It is an odd assortment of the Taliban, aggrieved tribes, many political and criminal opportunists and foreign fighters. The line between the local tribesmen and the Taliban is blurred as many locals have a cousin or a brother working with the insurgents.

Attempts in recent past to arm communities led to the emergence of militias with bad reputation. In the absence of full government control, these militias not only sharpened ethnic frictions but also got involved in criminal activities and terrorized populations. 

Conclusion

The requirement for seeking solution to the Afghan conflict through reconciliation and reintegration, and the focus on building Afghanistan indigenous capacity for transition of security responsibility to the Afghan government are elements of a sound and rational strategy. However these efforts are envisaged to be carried out  in the context of a waning international resolve fueled by the ever increasing cost of the Afghan mission and the quest for an acceptable end date rather than winning victory in Afghanistan. This situation has the potential for rushing to quick solutions through short cuts in a highly dynamic and conflict-rich regional neighborhood. This can also decouple the long-term interests of Afghan people and their international supporters. 

Afghanistan’s transition from conflict to peace is a state building challenge that demands the creation of a set of institutions, capacities, resources and provisions for the rule of law. Success will be defined by the Afghan government’s ability to control and secure its territory and win the trust of the people through providing justice and basic services. 

Sustainable stability in Afghanistan based on democratic principles is a prerequisite for regional stability and the country’s political future. This requires a long-term commitment. It is an intricate process and it is not cheap. A long-term, state building process, however, can be hindered by short-term political agenda, perilous short-cuts and militarization of development. 
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