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Introduction

In Kasnyik’s useful expression, the end-goal of state-building is the establishment of the “Holy Trinity” of democracy, market economy and civil society, as conceived of by the mainstream of the discourse (Kasnyik, 2007: 10). It is not so much the end-goal but the process of state-building that is not so elaborately conceptualised.

Before I would shed light on what this entails, it first needs to be clarified what I am not referring to at this point. We have quite a clear conception of what shall form part of the process of state-building. For instance, it is self-evident that the state’s territory has to be cleared of mines and other unexploded ordnance in the wake of an armed conflict. Or, if we want a representative democracy, the necessary political institutions have to be designed first, in a sufficiently legitimate process. Ensuring that legitimacy for the long run, in a wide sense, necessitates even a process of “nation-building,” to ensure the social cohesion required for the functioning of the institutions concerned (Rada, 2006). Altogether, a more or less consensual “checklist” of tasks related to state-building does exist in practitioners’ minds: an agenda, the items of which most of them would like to see “check-marked” by the end of the process.

Still, there are a lot of debates about the “how” of state-building, stemming from a number of dilemmas (Paris – Sisk, 2007; Bollettino, 2007). It is debated, for instance, how much and in what way the actions of the different actors involved in state-building need to be coordinated, or if such coordination is necessary at all. Others raise the issue of how long a state should receive direct external assistance, and how much it should be relieved of its burdens throughout this period (Nixon, 2007). Those arguing for brief and low-cost state-building interventions caution us that a long and costly attempt at the consolidation of the objectives of a state-building intervention may be counter-productive. In their view, it might undermine the sustainable independent viability of the very state that one is looking to aid. As it is put by some in the discourse, these are questions concerning the intervening states’ desirable “footprint” (mostly the size of this footprint) in the target country.

In this study, I will argue that such questions about the desirable footprint are largely superficial, when posed in the way they generally are. I do not claim the same with regards to the issue of coordination. I regard, as the most important challenge, the appropriate chronological arrangement of state-building tasks. If an appropriate order is established, the best for context-specific efficiency, then the exigencies in the individual phases of this “road-map” should ideally dictate the required size of the footprint themselves. State-building assistance should last as long as tasks logically succeeding each other require it to last, with all of the successive phases accomplished one by one, costs what it costs.

The logical arrangement and prioritisation of tasks renders success more likely. Where conditions are less fortunate, debates about the required size of the state-building footprint may divert attention away from the real causes of failure: e.g. from having invested insufficiently in executing a given task, and thus not accomplishing a key phase in the state-building process. This is just what is currently observable in the case of Afghanistan. This study, in order to demonstrate this, presents some examples of the contradictions and inconsistencies that improper or lacking sequencing leads to in practice. I then offer a few basic thoughts on what would be needed to overcome these difficulties.
Being simultaneously tight-fisted and short-sighted

The accomplishment of tasks related to state-building is often hampered by the actions of the intervening states themselves, stemming from their either wrongly conceived or at least short-sightedly formulated interests. Two examples follow.
Counter-terrorism vs. state-building

Directly post-9/11, U.S. behaviour was characterised by what could be termed “(misconceived) anti-humanitarianism.” The U.S. – together with its European (and other) partners, it has to be stressed – simply did not devote sufficient resources to state-building in Afghanistan, handling it as an economy-of-force mission. To a degree, under-investment characterises the ongoing state-building effort there up to this day. See Ahmed Rashid’s book (2008) on “the United States and the failure of nation-building” in Afghanistan’s wider region: essentially an account of deliberate, miscalculated negligence in U.S. policy.
Behind this generally tight-fisted approach, one encounters the initial U.S. belief that while state-building would be a noble objective in Afghanistan, it would be too costly an endeavour, and might thus divert attention and money from what is really in the West’s interest: trying to weaken trans-national terrorist networks in what looks like a “globalised Islamist insurgency” to some (Kilcullen, 2005).

Even worse was to come, however, with the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Already the preparations for operations in Iraq drew away much needed resources and attention from Afghanistan.

In February 2002, Colin Powell, then U.S. secretary of state, along with the State Department’s senior staff, was recommending that U.S. soldiers be added to the ISAF coalition, set up in December 2001, to provide security in Kabul and its direct vicinity. In his influential book, “Descent Into Chaos,” Ahmed Rashid claims that several European and U.S. diplomats told him about informal talks at the time, about how a U.S.-aided European force, comprised of about 30,000 troops, could have started operating even beyond Kabul’s area, if only U.S. support would have been a given. Ryan Crocker, the first post-2001 U.S. ambassador in Kabul would later claim that all such initiatives were actively opposed by the Pentagon, which saw state-building, and costly international involvement in it, as unnecessary (Rashid, 2008: 134). In the period of 2003-2008, in Iraq, the U.S. then ended up directly spending over $600 billion from the U.S. federal budget on military operations and assistance (potentially even as much as $3 billion, according to more radical estimates which take into account more indirect costs as well [Stiglitz, 2008]). In April 2003, at a meeting in the Pech valley of Kunar province, Osama bin Laden reportedly said: „Get Americans in Iraq before they get us in Afghanistan.” This is stated by a Pakistani journalist, Hamid Mir, who interviewed bin Laden on several occasions since 9/11.

Meanwhile, in Afghanistan, the U.S. focused so much on counter-terrorism, that in Rashid’s view “the real hindrance was still the CIA, which even in 2003 was deciding what projects other agencies should undertake on the basis of how those projects would affect the war on terrorism” (Rashid, 2008: 185).

This is ironic.
 At the same time it is also very problematic, as this is just why today we are faced with the possibility of the pre-2001 terrorist sanctuary re-locating (again) to Afghanistan, in case of a premature withdrawal of ISAF forces from the country. It is partly a consequence of the “light footprint” approach, partly a result of the open search for an “exit” from Afghanistan, which allowed and motivated the Taliban to first regroup in Pakistan and then regain a foothold in Afghanistan, aided by the Pakistani Army, which sought to hang onto them as strategic proxies.

Economic interests vs. economic development

One of the most basic contradictions comes up with regards to economic development. State-building programs dictated by liberal democracies aim, with the goal of “integration” into the world economy, at “building” a protection-free economy and a streamlined state administration. In the case of Afghanistan, an aim of donors is to hasten the country's accession to the World Trade Organisation (WTO), even while the country’s general tariff levels are already comparatively low, relative to those of the neighbouring countries. This, in fact, already puts (would-be) producers of all kinds at a disadvantage there, since in Afghanistan prices are generally affected by the ongoing armed conflicts. They effectively include a surcharge, as both financing, production and distribution, essential components of most economic activities, are made more expensive there. That is why it may be worth to import even carpets to Afghanistan, in spite of all the tradition of carpet-weaving there is.

At the same time, the United States, for example, is only ready to provide unilateral trade preferences (duty-free access beyond the Generalised System of Preferences regime) to the country, a country that it nominally looks to “assist,” in the case of so-called non-trade-sensitive items. Even the recently proposed legislation about the ambitiously named “Reconstruction Opportunity Zones,” introduced in the U.S. Senate in 2008 by Senator Maria Cantwell, co-sponsored by Senators Orrin Hatch, Kit Bond, Joe Lieberman and Chuck Hagel, offers such preferences only regarding “non-sensitive” products from Afghanistan (also from Pakistan's Federally Administered Tribal Areas).

The structural determinants of economic relations may in fact be disadvantageous to the so-called “beneficiary” of economic assistance. The development of industry is something the West does not really reckon with as an option in places like Afghanistan. It does not fit with the Western concept of globally sustainable development, and with (partly well-founded) preconceptions about the inevitably poorer, uncompetitive quality of indigenous “third-world” industry. This is unjust to a degree, as the latter is weakened by trade rules dictated largely by the West, and it has to produce in competition with globally optimising corporations aided by the general weakening of trade barriers, able to take advantage of both economies of scale and economies of scope (Szentes, 1999: 573). In such a set-up, effectively only foreign investment can provide for a more diverse economy: one that is not dependent merely on subsistence activities, cash-crop agriculture and natural resource extraction. However, this investment is not flowing to countries characterised by political instability and with the degree of corruption that is normally to be expected in resource-scarce environments. In the place of foreign investment, none-too-surprisingly, one gets an economy where the production of opiates or hashish reckon as normal agro-industrial activities.

In a private conversation with a former leading World Bank economist in 2007, I was asked, in reply to my questions concerning the instrumentality of Afghanistan’s hasty WTO integration, “But who wants industry in Afghanistan?”
Ironically, the masterminds of the November 6, 2007 bombing attack at the New Baghlan sugar factory likely had, as one of their aims, exactly the deterrence of would-be investors in mind, to keep them back from investing in the relatively stable-looking northern provinces of Afghanistan. Probably that is partly why they targeted the opening ceremony for the then-recently upgraded sugar factory: a German investment.
 Thus they demonstrated expectations about the importance of industry in Afghanistan rather different from those of the World Bank.

Acting in the manner of short-sighted bulls in a china shop

Mentioning the asymmetrically advantageous nature of economic relations, or, for another example, the oft-seen returning of Afghan refugees by a number of countries, not many would doubt that in the short run there may be incompatibilities of interests between the intervening states and the target country of their state-building intervention. At times, however, ironically, it is exactly on the basis of supposedly shared interests that measures are taken which may, in the end, be detrimental to the interests of all parties concerned – but for the target country the most perhaps. A most notable example of this is how counter-narcotics efforts may be detrimental to the interests of everyone.
Counter-narcotics vs. counterinsurgency

A restrictive interpretation of counter-narcotics, combined with subsequently awkward action against the cultivation of opium poppies in Afghanistan, clashes with the more urgent needs of the counterinsurgency campaign there. A most direct and unpleasant consequence of poppy eradication is that people are left indebted, unemployed and consequently without livelihood. In search of an alternative, they may end up joining the insurgency or drugs lords’ militias, simply to earn a living.

In a country-wide poll of the Charney Research Group, in Helmand province – a major hub of the production of opiates and of the insurgency alike – 25% of respondents said that they know of a farming family who was forced to give up a child to creditors at some point to even debts, after their fields had been eradicated; 52% knew of someone who fled the province because of debts; and 38% knew of people who sympathised more with the Taliban after they had been victims of poppy eradication (cited in Rubin – Sherman, 2008: 12). Under such extreme circumstances, to destroy the produce of poorer farmers just before the harvest time, when revenues could be made, is cruel and counterproductive. It is not beneficial even from a narrow counter-narcotics perspective. Opiate production in all of Afghanistan cannot be stopped by such means. The only result for now is that it concentrates more and more in the insurgency-struck areas of the country, while the production of hashish (less concerning for the West) takes over in many places elsewhere (UNODC, 2009: 11). It is in recognition of this that we currently see a move by the Obama administration away from eradication towards more robust assistance to Afghanistan’s rural economy coupled with more aggressive interdiction efforts and a crack-down on narcotics traders.
Three important concepts shall be highlighted here, for further insights about the issue. One is the notion of “sustainable crop reduction,” mentioned in the Afghan National Drug Control Strategy (NDCS, 2006). This can only be provided for, if there truly exist opportunities for alternative livelihood. It is not sufficient to create merely an incentive structure that will get farmers to substitute their illicit crops with something that can be legally produced. Afghanistan’s whole economy on the one hand, and the partly isolated, local economic micro-systems on the other hand, all depend on revenues from the production and the trade of drugs. Farmers are but cogwheels in a large machine. The foundations of an entire functioning, alternative economy would need to be laid. This entails neither mere “development efforts,” nor simple corrective measures against “deviant” members of society who are “accomplices” to organised crime, as common views have it. Crop reduction, even if it is achieved by economic means, can only be interpreted as “counter-development.” It looks to replace an existing form of livelihood with an alternative one that is supposedly more favourable from the point of view of everyone’s common interests in the long run. For the intervening countries supporting crop reduction, the main goal is to eradicate their own domestic drugs markets – although to imagine this as possible seems far-fetched even in the long run. For Afghans, including the farmers, long-term advantages may derive from a reduction in the number of Afghan opiate addicts
 and a reduction of other negative consequences of rampant drug abuse.

However, drugs lords’ militias are major employers, and they cannot be surgically wiped out from the rest of the economy for now. Crop eradication endangers people’s livelihoods, especially in the insurgency-struck areas where the infrastructure of agriculture (that of financing, production, and distribution) cannot be reconstructed in the short run. Neither is it possible in these areas to reinforce alternative, licit economic activities, characterised in general by lower returns on investment. To highlight just one of the major challenges, the banking system in Afghanistan is extremely under-developed, and farmers get loans mainly in the form of the so-called salaam payments offered by the drugs lords. In southern Uruzgan province, there is only one bank, the local branch of the Afghanistan Central Bank, in provincial capital Tarin Kowt. Even the roof of that bank had holes in it back in 2007, according to an aid worker who visited it at the time, and mice were damaging the records.

A major issue, used as a counter-argument, against a more cautious approach to counter-narcotics, is whether the insurgency itself may be financed primarily by the drugs trade. If it would be so, it could make sense to even redouble counter-narcotics efforts. At the moment this is what NATO and the U.S. are increasingly prepared to do. But the statedly strong drugs trade–insurgency nexus does not seem to be easily verifiable in fact. To the contrary.

Such inference can be reached for example through indirect reasoning – I will quote Antonio Giustozzi here, to demonstrate this (Giustozzi, 2007: 88, footnotes omitted):

“Others, including most foreign diplomats, maintain that drugs remain a secondary source of revenue for the Taliban and that there is little evidence of them encouraging the farmers to grow poppies and of their involvement in the trade. This author tends to side with (this) group for three reasons. First, the traffickers are unlikely to be willing to give up a major share of their profits to the Taliban, particularly in the presence of overproduction and of competition from corrupt police officers and increasingly even ANA officers encourting their favours. Second, if substantial amounts of money were turned to field commanders this would likely have resulted in a fragmentation of the Taliban chain of command, as commanders would become more autonomous.”

For another indicator, U.S. officials are, at least in private, behind close doors, or anonymously, ready to voice that individuals and charities in the Gulf states are still the primary financers of the Taliban insurgency.

Bleeding-heart myopia

If we contrast the security interests of the intervening states with humanitarian considerations, thus effectively making a distinction between interventions serving primarily our interests, and others serving primarily those of the target-country population, what we find sometimes is a preference, on the level of beliefs at least, for prioritising humanitarian interests.

Such altruism may be misplaced, in that it may be short-sighted or even blind to its own consequences: the general public may not reckon with the necessity of connecting means to ends, and what this requires on a practical level. In other words, public opinion may approve of objectives that are defined as appropriate from a non-strategic perspective: out of purely humanitarian/moral considerations.

For instance, the principle of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) may be very popular. At the same time, however, publics may also prefer not to have any (or many) soldiers of their countries on foreign deployments – simultaneously valuing rather incompatible principles. One example follows here.

Humanitarian aid vs. development aid and counterinsurgency

After ISAF executed its “Stage 3” expansion into southern Afghanistan, by August 2006, the number of foreign troops there increased significantly.

The Taliban’s infiltration into these areas had started years before that, and spectacularly accelerated after October 2005, in the wake of the devastating earthquake in Pakistan, which had its epicentre in Pakistani-controlled Kashmir – that emergency drew away the Pakistani army’s units from the Federally Administered Tribal Areas along Afghanistan’s border (Shahzad, 2008). ISAF’s successive expansion thus effectively mirrored that of the Taliban, to reinforce Afghan security forces in the area. It was very much required for counterinsurgency, yet not really adequate in absolute terms, especially for the long run.

Incidents of fighting grew more frequent, and NGOs and IGOs (such as WFP, the World Food Programme), that were still involved in humanitarian assistance in the southern provinces at this point, found it increasingly hard to continue with their operations, as more and more areas became dangerous or impossible to access. But in fact there were only a handful of such organisations by this stage. As Giustozzi sums it up (2007: 107):

“The Taliban were (...) successful in driving NGOs away or forcing them to cooperate. Already during 2003 NGOs started reducing their activities in Zabul and Uruzgan, following the killing of an international Red Cross worker. In Kandahar, already in 2003 the number of NGOs deploying foreign workers had dropped from twenty-two in 2002 to seven or eight and even those were not venturing to the outlying districts.”

Nevertheless the UN Department of Safety and Security measured the change of accessibility from 2005 to 2007 on maps that showed the change to be quite drastic.

The assumption, that the organisations that still remained in the south by 2005 could have maintained some of their operations – albeit not altogether unhindered – had foreign troops not arrived to the southern provinces in this period, is not overall ill-founded. With the so-called “ink blot” strategy of the counterinsurgent forces, both development and humanitarian projects should theoretically concentrate in the core areas of foreign and local troops’ presence. In reality, projects are difficult to realise even in the ink blots, and NGOs are not inclined work there, where they could be seen as closely cooperating with foreign militaries. Instead, generally quick impact, low quality PRT projects take place there, and some more major projects and programs carried out by contracted, for-profit companies (“development consulting firms,” such as Chemonics International, for example: a long-time contractor of USAID projects).

Arguably, it would be short-sighted, or mistaken, to blame ISAF for this, and demand a return to humanitarian assistance even if that would mean leaving rule of the area to the Taliban. Holding on to areas, or at least contesting them, where the Taliban are looking to exert influence, is what could provide for the opportunity of development in the long run. This is clearly a future-oriented trade-off, as much as it can be said to be taking place.

Real trade-offs

In some cases, one finds real trade-offs between tasks that all inevitably stem from what state-building eventually requires, because of the specific circumstances one finds on the ground. This is the case in Afghanistan as well. One example follows here.
Counter-terrorism (and force protection) vs. counterinsurgency (and, again, force protection)

On January 13, 2006, a U.S. drone aircraft launched Hellfire missiles at a compound in the village of Damadola, in Bajaur Agency, Pakistan, not far from the Afghan border, to kill high-ranking, long-time al-Qaida commander Ayman az-Zawahiri. It was a failed assassination attempt. Not only did it fail to kill its designated target; it killed many local villagers and evoked protests in Pakistan. It was a classic example of how counter-terrorism, inevitably enemy-centric as it is, can go wrong. Similar incidents occur in Afghanistan as well. Troops there as part of Operation Enduring Freedom, the U.S. counter-terrorist operation that is independent from ISAF, are mostly involved in hunting down major insurgent leaders. (Al-Qaida commanders generally do not operate inside Afghanistan, except for the eastern provinces, in areas from which they can cross back over the border to Pakistan.) When the attempted assassination of Taliban leaders produces non-combatant casualties, it can also be very counter-productive for the counterinsurgency effort.

Yet it has to be noted that Close Air Support (CAS), often required by ISAF ground troops if they want to minimise their casualties in fire-fights with guerrillas, is currently proving to be the major hindering factor in waging an effective counterinsurgency campaign. Innocent non-combatants almost inevitably end up dying as a result of CAS sorties flown by coalition aircraft, partly because of the way guerrillas consciously position themselves. No matter how precisely bombs are dropped on target, among the typical mud huts of Afghan settlements even ordnance hitting within the so-called CEP, or Circular Error Probable, can cause much damage and harm. Consequently, this “collateral damage” feeds guerrillas’ propaganda efforts and is built into their master narrative of the war. 

To this comes added – not the other way around, in fact – when similar collateral damage is the result of decapitation strikes carried out in counter-terrorist operations.

Regardless of this, on a rhetorical level, criticism is often targeted at the U.S. even by NATO countries for the non-combatant casualties, with the underlying allegation that it is mostly as a part of Operation Enduring Freedom, that air strikes take place.
 The presentation of ISAF’s mission as one which focuses on “reconstruction” is misleading in how it might obscure that ISAF patrols also very much rely on CAS themselves, for force protection, when in contact with enemy forces.

Thus both force protection and counter-terrorism produce a trade-off, when it comes to what would work better in a counterinsurgency campaign: less enemy-centricity and consequently less lethality of tactics and standard operating procedures.
In the long run, even CAS can be counter-productive from a force protection perspective. And in being so counter-productive, the reliance on air power may also prove to be detrimental in the wider framework of counter-terrorism.

Counterinsurgency vs. state-building

In order for state-building to succeed in Afghanistan, the counterinsurgency campaign has to – first – succeed as well. This means that the insurgency has to be pushed below a critical level of intensity. There are basically three options that can be followed in achieving this. Foreign troops might try to wage counterinsurgency in the long run (#1). Foreign troops’ role may gradually decrease as their leading role could be eventually taken over by Afghan security forces, the ANA and the ANP (#2). Something that may yield results faster is the slicing off of local commanders off the insurgent movement where possible, with the use of “carrots,” or if one can find other “substitute forces” for those of the Afghan state, to cover areas and deny them to insurgents (#3).
Option #1 does not seem feasible given how there is not enough public and elite support, especially in Europe, for a significantly increased commitment of troops to Afghanistan, and for their long-term deployment there. Option #2 is ISAF’s official strategic vision for now, but in fact option #3 was also, ever since 2001, used on many occasions in Afghanistan.

For instance, the Mangal tribe worked together with U.S. and Afghan forces in excluding insurgents from certain districts of Khost province [Tariq, 2008: 12] (with insurgents fighting back). In 2007, Abdul Salaam Alizai, a member of the Pirzai clan within the Alizai tribe, defected from the Taliban with an unclear number of fighters (as many as two-thousand according to some reports, but only a handful according to others
) thus playing some, at least passive, role in the taking back of the town of Musa Qala (in Helmand province) from the Taliban, under whose control it was for much of the year, from February to December (Abdul Salaam also became a target of Taliban assassination attempts from thereon).

It is, in a sense, a success when defections are successfully instigated, or when cooperative local social institutions (such as the jirga and the arbakai of the Mangal tribe) can be found and co-opted. The question is how these structures – for example the defected militiamen of Abdul Salaam Alizai – can later on be integrated into the official security forces of the country, serving the public interest of the country.

Recent plans to start experimenting with setting up village guards in Afghanistan are also worrisome in that they claim to build on traditional tribal structures, whereas the latter are only strong in a relatively small area of south-eastern Afghanistan, in but a small part of the supposedly highly tribal Pashtun belt.

Also, the plans for “tribal militias” rest on setting up and arming militias, which is arguably not what Afghanistan needs after decades of militias fighting militias. This injection of new institutions of violence in the countryside is threatening to introduce a whole set of new security dilemmas in different locales across the country, raising the spectre of the re-emergence of a version of the AIV-GIV hydra (autonomous institutions of violence + government institutions of violence), that wreaked havoc in Afghanistan in the 1990s (regarding the concept of the AIV-GIV hydra, see Reyna, 2003: 279-308). Only, in the Afghan case the “IVs” would be more aptly described as “quasi-GIVs,” serving the state’s monopoly of legitimate violence in name only, with their members (dys)functioning as “sobels,” i.e. behaving neither as soldiers, nor as rebels (the term “sobel” is taken from the Sierra Leone context).
 In Wardak province the experiment has already started, and the pilot program is dubbed “Afghan Public Protection Force.”

The greatest paradox is that the possible use of local militias as substitute forces was “discovered” by some within the U.S. establishment after seeing how Sunni militias of different sorts (not only tribal militias) pushed out al-Qaida-in-Iraq operatives from Iraq, with the U.S. supporting them in this. This “Anbar experiment” (referring to the name of Anbar province in Iraq’s so-called Sunni Triangle) is what many would wish to see repeated in Afghanistan. This is nothing less than a ridiculous misreading of Afghanistan’s post-2001 history, in the course of which foreign troops have relied, from the start, on substitute forces of all kinds, in many areas – not only for counterinsurgency. In fact, in most places, control of the terrain was knowingly ceded to local strongmen, with no comprehensive DDR program ever carried out. Proponents of indirect counterinsurgency are effectively proposing the “light footprint” approach that has been the approach generally followed from the start – creating all the known problems that have already been discussed in this study as well.

The illusion of Afghanistan as a practical unit of analysis

In discussing problematic issues of sequencing in the Afghan context, one may be misleading. The “Afghan context” cannot be delimited simply at Afghanistan’s borders. One not only does not have such a neatly and comfortably separable unit of analysis in Afghanistan: in terms of sequencing, this means that measures that are necessary in Afghanistan have to be sequenced together with a set of inter-related measures connected to other issues. In the ideal case, Afghanistan policy has to be compatible with other policies, and vice versa.

E.g. the Pakistan, Iran, and Russia policies of the U.S. are all relevant to mention here.

In the case of Pakistan, cooperation is required for the U.S., with a partner of dubious use, in a relationship that is characterised by a lack of trust and sunken investments at the same time. Pakistan policy has to be exercised in the shadow of the possibility of informal nuclear proliferation, and with the need not to threaten the safety of Pakistani nuclear assets in mind. This is a real Gordian knot for policy, as much as there ever was one. Acting right seems not really possible: the choice has to be made between bad and even worse options all the time.

Iran, for its part, is a nominally hostile power from the U.S. vantage point. Meanwhile, in fact, given its sophisticated institutional set-up, the country’s leadership is equally difficult to fathom as Pakistan. The possibility of cooperation between Iran and the U.S. does exist in Afghanistan, yet, even while Iran generally supports the Karzai administration, and deplores the Sunni radicalism of the Taliban and al-Qaida, even Iran may be interested in subversion in Afghanistan, in the short run – to undermine the U.S. position somewhat, as long as there is no sufficient degree of trust between it and the U.S.

Russia is also, inevitably, a part of the equation. Central Asian supply routes, to which access is largely controlled by Russia, could relieve NATO in re-supplying the ISAF mission. Logistics will still, in any case, depend on Pakistan as well, unless Iranian–Western (or Russian–Western) relations radically transform in the meantime, allowing for tolerating (more) logistical dependence on them. But the chance to diversify supply routes is absolutely important, in any case. 

Meanwhile, NATO countries, other than the U.S., also have political interests and goals that affect their calculations regarding the Afghanistan mission. Norway is concerned with Russian bombers occasionally flying into its airspace, and warns NATO of its “northern” tasks; the Netherlands (and the U.S. and NATO) cannot entirely ignore the prospect of a “Falklands scenario,” with Venezuelan leader Hugo Chavez having already threatened with “liberating” Curaçao in the Caribbean; Turkey does not want to share NATO intelligence with the EU Police Mission in Afghanistan, because it does not want to share any information of a sensitive nature with the Republic of Cyprus; and so on. Examples of this are abound.

Conclusion

At least within the context of Afghanistan policy, some of the contradictions outlined would not emerge if appropriate resources were committed to the tasks there. That security is to be provided first of all should become crystal clear.

“The presence of international peacekeepers and their success in suppressing renewed conflict, rather than the levels of economic assistance, seems to be the key determinant of economic growth (…) security without economic assistance is much more likely to spur economic growth than is economic assistance without security,”

was the conclusion of the RAND Corporation’s comprehensive study of the UN’s role in past attempts at state-building (Dobbins et al., 2005: 241).

“…the successful disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of former combatants after violent conflict represents the touchstone, the moment of truth, for any peacebuilding process,”

writes Salomons, in his study titled “Security: An Absolute Prerequisite,” in an oft-cited volume on peace-building (2005: 19) – he does so even without reckoning with a full-blown insurgency, such as the one currently faced in Afghanistan.

Gains in parts of Afghanistan will come down to meaning nothing in the long run if the counter-guerrilla war is not won against the Taliban and the other insurgent groups. At the same time, there are areas of the country where no gains (in security, governance or development) are possible for now, because of the insurgency. Overcoming this takes sacrifice, in many a sense: in terms of troops deployed, and getting killed and wounded; in terms of aid dollars; in terms of civil servants ready to work in Afghanistan etc.

While I am in general recommending that additional troops and an increased amount of aid is needed in Afghanistan, this is not equivalent to saying that “marginal returns” on all additional soldiers deployed, and aid dollars spent, would grow endlessly, regardless of how they are “used.” But certainly, in general, we have yet to reach the inflexion point of any such marginal-returns curve.

As long as basic infrastructure is lacking even in parts of Afghanistan where there is no insurgency, there is what to spend aid dollars on. As long as insurgents continue to occupy district centres from time to time, because there are not enough ground forces to secure even the areas with generally more supportive populations, and even though insurgents could not hold on to their positions when challenged by Western air power, there is reason why additional troops should be deployed.

Especially having an adequate number of troops would be important. More areas could be permanently secured, and thus humanitarian aid could be safely and reliably delivered to more areas. Development projects may be carried out. Not only could they be finally realised under the improved security conditions, but they would be more cost-effective as well, having to spend less on the provision of security. Having more money available would also allow for important improvements. Policemen’s and soldiers’ pay could be increased in the ANA and in the ANP, reducing the risk of corruption somewhat and generally allowing for attracting better human resources. The same is true for civil servants, who currently represent a “B team” of officials, as the best are employed by the booming IGO/NGO sector, through which countries like the United States channel most of their aid to Afghanistan.

As of end-2008, ordinary patrolmen of the ANP, 1st and 2nd rank, earned $70-80 – definitely not enough in itself to keep them from using opportunities to accept the occasional bribe or to collect a protection racket from shopkeepers in their area.
 Better training and better equipment should also be provided to Afghan security forces.

In safer parts of Afghanistan, if development could be achieved faster, a revitalising local society and economy would make for a more attractive context for foreign investments, just as less corruption could – and the latter could be reduced if generally better-skilled civil servants would work in the Afghan public sector, for higher salaries.

I am arguing with all this in mind that claims about the potential downsides to having a big state-building footprint in Afghanistan are absurd, in fact. A bigger footprint is very much needed at this point, in the sense outlined above. Meanwhile, in another, negative sense, the “international” footprint is already large enough, as Afghan state institutions do not get a vote of confidence from the donors, and much of even the Afghan government budget itself is a so-called “external element,” channelled outside the Afghan Treasury – as late as in budgetary year 2006-07, the external budget amounted to nearly two-thirds of the core budget (Nixon, 2007: 6). In May 2007, the Afghan finance minister, a minister of the state “under construction,” noted that “We are accountable for only US$3.7 billion of the US$12.8 billion of aid money that has been spent in the country in the last five years.”

For now, the problems of sequencing remain. If we imagine Afghanistan policy in abstract terms as a search for optimal trade-offs in sequencing necessary steps, the problem, given the lack of adequate resources, is that our opportunity curve, the curve of currently possible combinations of things we want, does not intersect with the indifference curve of acceptable combinations. This is compounded by the politics- and security-related limitations of Pakistani throughput capacity, on the resources one can deploy in Afghanistan.
To summarise, an insurgency in the midst of a state-building effort is a major challenge for the “peace-building community,” united only in name. The actors of peace-building cannot afford themselves the luxury of not coordinating their approach in a more pragmatic way, with different actors single-mindedly pursuing their own agendas. They should be more keenly aware of the inevitable trade-offs, on which many words were spent in this study.
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