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Executive Summary
The US focused on fighting a war it had already won at the expense of building a
resilient Afghan state — a goal which should have been the primary objective of a
sustained multilateral peace operation since October 2001. For all its victories and
martial prowess, the US military was playing the wrong game all along. The US failed in
Afghanistan because:

e unilateral interventions rarely foster peace and stability,

e it fought an endless war against the group (the post-9/11 Taliban) rather than
bringing the individuals responsible for the attacks as well as crimes against the
Afghan people over the previous five years to justice,

e the statebuilding effort made the same old mistake of focusing on guns and
soldiers instead of effective governance and assured revenue collection,

e the Afghan National Defence and Security Forces were designed terribly and
most of its poorly paid troops were of no military value,

e and it failed to see the bigger picture when it came to the need for regional
cooperation to secure borders and starve the Taliban of revenue.

The lessons that could have been taken from previous and contemporary multilateral
operations and applied to Afghanistan after 2001 should be incorporated into a
genuinely multilateral initiative encompassing the wider region. The goal of that
initiative must be to empower the diverse population of Afghanistan to build a state
that reflects their values and traditions and can provide peace, security, the rule of law,
and at least basic services its citizens. Only such a collaborative effort can succeed, and
although the realities of fostering consensus in the region are daunting, ongoing conflict
and stability in Afghanistan is to the detriment of all its neighbours and indeed, the rest
of the world. The will to attempt such an endeavour appears unlikely to emerge until
another major atrocity or attack is carried out from Afghan soil. Until such a tragedy
occurs, the lessons that were missed in Afghanistan should be applied to other states

recovering from conflict. When it does, the world must work together.
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On 8 July 2021, US President Joe Biden offered some remarks on the withdrawal of US and

allied forces from Afghanistan. He reminded his audience that the US went to Afghanistan

to get the terrorists who attacked us on 9/11 and to deliver justice to Osama Bin
Laden, and to degrade the terrorist threat to keep Afghanistan from becoming a
base from which attacks could be continued against the United States. We achieved

those objectives. That’s why we went. We did not go to Afghanistan to nation-build.

He is entirely correct, and this is precisely why the US failed. Nation-building (what we call
statebuilding in the rest of the world) should have been the primary objective of the
international presence in Afghanistan since October 2001. If lessons had been taken from
previous and contemporary international efforts to consolidate peace and stability after war
and applied to Afghanistan, a state that was resilient enough to keep the Taliban at bay and
capable enough to provide basic services to the Afghan people could have been built. The
US and its allies could have saved itself a fortune and preserved the lives of thousands of
personnel, Pakistan would have been a much safer and more stable place, and the flow of
refugees and migrants into Iran, Turkey, and ultimately Europe (along with all of the
ramifications this has had on domestic politics) would have been minimised. Instead, the US
and its allies waged one of the longest military campaigns in history, deploying almost a
million troops over two decades, dropping countless munitions, and spending $2 trillion on
an endeavour that has ended with the Taliban as the dominant power in Afghanistan. They
fought a war which was already won at the expense of building a resilient Afghan state and
now the Afghan people are paying the price of that mistake. This article highlights where
exactly the US and its allies went wrong in Afghanistan and shows how the world can still

get it right.

Unilateral intervention rarely works

Deploying US personnel to Afghanistan in the aftermath of the 11 September 2001 attacks
was entirely justified. Tasking them to destroy Al-Qaeda and remove the Taliban from
power in cooperation with armed Afghan opposition groups was sensible and highly
effective. Indeed, these objectives were achieved for the most part by the end of October
2001. This is when the US military campaign in Afghanistan should have ended and a

genuinely multilateral intervention should have started with the explicit goal of building a
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functioning, capable, and resilient Afghan state. This is not to suggest that US troops should
have been completely withdrawn and replaced with poorly-equipped UN peacekeepers —
they would have obviously struggled immensely when in combat with Taliban fighters — but
without a diverse international military presence under the banner of the United Nations
the occupation was always going to be a distinctly American one, regardless of how many
allied or partner countries contributed to operations. Instead, lessons should have been
taken from the case of Sierra Leone. There, just a year previously, operationally
independent British troops fought and decisively defeated the Revolutionary United Front
while the UN and ECOWAS focused on fostering stability and rebuilding the Sierra Leonean
state. The British operation achieved its goals in five months and was withdrawn, leaving the
task of stabilising the country, strengthening state institutions such as the army, and
bringing war criminals to justice to the Sierra Leonean people who, through their elected
government, requested continued assistance from the UN. This kind of ownership is

paramount for ensuring the state remains legitimate in the eyes of the population.

In Afghanistan, US and allied troops could have provided the military capabilities that were
required to prevent a Taliban resurgence in the years immediately after 2001, serving as
ultima ratio regis until a cohesive and effective Afghan military could be built by the Afghan
people with the help of the UN and other agencies. In practical terms, a few thousand US
and allied special forces backed up with air support could have fulfilled this role while the
UN carried out the tasks it conducts every day around the world. The case of Sierra Leone is
not unique (French troops operate alongside UN missions in Africa all the time) and could
have easily informed operations in Afghanistan. It may not have been a perfect solution, but
it would have been better. The broader implications of a genuinely multilateral initiative
that encompassed the wider region alongside other interested parties and operated under
the UN banner rather than the flags of the US or NATO are hard to fathom: would a post-
9/11 Taliban attract as many recruits to fight against a multifaceted UN peace operation as
it did the US military, and would it consider ending its insurgency and joining the political
process under such circumstances? Such deviations into counter-factual history are often
unhelpful, but these questions stress the extent to which a multilateral intervention could

have framed a very different post-9/11 Afghanistan.

...And justice for all?
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After conquering the country during the civil war that followed the Soviet withdrawal in
1989, the Taliban governed most of Afghanistan from 1996 until they were deposed in 2001.
In this time, they employed fear and terror as instruments of control as they implemented
their ideological vision on the Afghan population. Thus, the 11 September attacks by Al-
Qaeda must be seen as the culmination of a decade of crimes, most of which were
perpetrated on the Afghan people, rather than a one-off event that only concerned the US.
The pursuit of justice for these crimes failed on two key counts, both of which have had

profound effects on the current situation in Afghanistan.

In response to the wars that raged across the Western Balkans during the 1990s, the
international community revived aspects of law and justice that had lain dormant since the
Nuremburg trials that took place after the Second World War. The UN issued a mandate for
the capture of individuals suspected of war crimes and, while various intergovernmental
and regional organisations got to work consolidating peace and building the Bosnian state,
British and Polish special forces traversed the mountains and forests of the Western Balkans

in a dogged and determined hunt that lasted until 2011. Over the course of 161 trials, the

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia found that political and military

leaders who had led ethnic cleansing campaigns across the region were part of “joint
criminal enterprises” and could thus be held accountable for the actions of the groups they
claimed to represent. This allowed those who were directly responsible for war crimes and
genocide to be hunted and put on trial and ensured that a degree of separation between
such leaders and the populations that they led during the war (in this case, the Bosnian
Croat and Serb communities). By apportioning blame and bringing individuals to justice, this
process created a framework (however imperfect) for post-war Bosnian political leaders to
move on from the war and begin cooperating with former enemies without being cast as a
traitor to their respective nation. In addition, the 17 years of jurisprudence produced by the
ICTY serves as a definitive history of the crimes committed during the war, with so many
perspectives, eye-witness accounts, and expert testimonies that no reasonable analyst can
doubt their authenticity. While US leaders and their allies were wise enough not to blame
the Afghan population as a whole for the actions of Al-Qaeda and the Taliban, they failed to
draw a line between 1) the actions of the political and military leaders of a joint criminal

enterprise that sought to impose a reign of terror on the Afghan people and launch attacks
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against American civilians and 2) the communities over which the Taliban continued to hold
sway over after 11 September — many of whom joined the cause in response to what they
perceived to be an American invasion of their land. This failure means that rather than
bringing those responsible to justice, the US and its allies have been punishing multiple
generations of Taliban for the crimes of their fathers and grandfathers. As reprehensible as
Taliban ideology is, holding the group accountable for the actions of individuals is a sure-fire
way of stoking tensions and perpetuating conflict — as recent events demonstrate. The ICTY
was already well underway in 2001, and lessons from its work should have informed the

effort in Afghanistan.

The Taliban conquered Afghanistan by force and imposed its ideology on the Afghan people
with a brutal regime. The Afghan people are as deserving of justice for the crimes that took
place in this period as the US is for the 11 September attacks. While American troops and
their allies hunted down Al-Qaeda and those within the Taliban leadership who were
responsible for the 9/11 attacks, the Afghan people should have been helped to bring a
wider cadre of the Taliban to justice for crimes committed between 1993 and 2001, much
like what happened in Sierra Leone between 2002 and 2013. There, in partnership with the
UN, the Government of Sierra Leone established a special court to prosecute those found to
bear the greatest responsibility for violations committed during the civil war. This would
have helped to bring a sense of ownership to a process which the Afghan people ultimately
had little say and could have helped to provide an indisputable account of the horrors of a
Taliban regime. If this process coincided with the emergence of a functioning Afghan state
that could pay its soldiers and provide basic services to the population, the Taliban would

have no chance of conquering the country.

Guns before governance and revenue

The US and its allies built the 300,000-strong Afghan National Defense and Security Forces
(ANDSF), replete with 150 operational aircraft and the elite Commando Corps. Building the
array of armed forces that serve under this umbrella cost the US at least $88.3 billion, but it
has fallen to the resurgent Taliban in just nine days. That equates to almost $10 billion of

investment for each day the ANSDF operated independently. As research (including some of

my own) has demonstrated time and again, unless the resources that are spent on building,

arming, and training large armed forces in fragile states such as Afghanistan are also spent
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on building and strengthening other institutions and processes such as the police, civil
service, and (most importantly) revenue collection to provide basic services to the
population, extra guns contribute nothing to stability and, more often than not, make the
situation far worse. The limitations of such military-focused policies should be blindingly
obvious by now, but the practice remains widespread. In contemporary Afghanistan, the
weapons and equipment of almost half a million soldiers (including reservists), paid for by
the US taxpayer, will now be dispersed among a fearful population or put to use by the

Taliban as they assert their control over the country.

A resilient state rests on three pillars. While the military is important, an assured source of
revenue is key. If these two pillars are present, the rule of law can prevail and the state can
begin to function. The Afghan state simply does not have the means to gather revenue,
manage funds effectively, minimise corruption and wastage, and invest resources wisely in
the interest of the population. Such processes require skilled professionals, auditors and
ombudsmen, and infrastructure that has simply not been invested in adequately. Had a
military that Afghanistan could afford (the one left by the US cost about a third of the
Afghan national budget to maintain) been built alongside the appropriate revenue collection
and oversight processes, the hundreds of thousands of soldiers who recently abandoned
their positions would have at least been paid recently and would have known that it was the
Taliban who stood between them and the guarantee of their next pay cheque from the
state. As it is, ANDSF soldiers are being asked to leave their families in danger as a state
collapses to fight the Taliban for free in the name of an undeniably foreign constitutional
arrangement that has just been abandoned by all of its external sponsors without warning.

In contrast, the Taliban paid its fighters three times as much as their ANA counterparts and

had the resources to pay wages reliably.

Less than a year after 11 September 2001, British politician Paddy Ashdown took up the
position of High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina. Under his leadership, the
armies which had fought the 1992-1995 War were unified to create a single, multiethnic
armed force. This helped consolidate peace and stabilise the wider region. Alongside this
process, he also pushed the introduction of VAT in the country and ultimately succeeded in
providing this assured source of finance to the Bosnian state as it took responsibility for the

new military. This was helped by the sustained effort of a host of intergovernmental


http://www.understandingwar.org/afghanistan-national-army-ana

elliotshort.com

organisations to improve governance across all sectors of the post-war Bosnian state.
Despite numerous challenges, the Bosnian military remains a stabilising force in the region
fifteen years after it was formed. Ashdown completed his tenure in Bosnia and Herzegovina
in 2006 and was later offered the position of UN representative in Afghanistan (which he
declined), highlighting the esteem with which his work was held. However, his approach was
not revolutionary and his goals of unifying the armies and creating a state-wide revenue
system were established before he took up his role in May 2002. As a result, there is no
reason why similar priorities could not have been set in Afghanistan. Just a fraction of the
$88.3 billion spent on the ANDSF could have achieved this. With its soldiers receiving their
wages reliably in the knowledge that the state could sustain itself and provide protection to
their communities and families, the Afghan troops would have at least put up an inspiring

fight that it could easily win with moderate external assistance.

A poorly designed Afghan military

The ANDSF was a collection of over 300,000 men organised in various armed and police
forces who fought alongside foreign armies in Afghanistan. It was a diverse force, with many
within its ranks being illiterate farmers and shepherds of no real military value, while some
elite units within the special forces have decades of experience working alongside the very
best of the US military. Indeed, Afghan special operators are likely to be among the most
experienced combat soldiers in the world. This mixed force operated with some success as
long as US and allied troops provided technical expertise, intelligence, air support, and could
ultimately bring in reinforcements when required. However, for all its advanced equipment,
experience, and weight in numbers, the entire ANDSF crumbled in the face of 80,000
Taliban light infantry. Alongside the problems arising from imbalances in the Afghan state
and the lack of resources to support the military it has inherited, the structures of the
ANDSF failed to foster any sense of cohesion and build an effective fighting force. These
failures stem from two key factors: the perception of ANDSF troops as an auxiliary force of
the US and its allies, and the lost opportunities for building cohesion and institutional pride

when the Afghan National Army (ANA), the lead component of the ANDSF, was designed.

A military built by external forces following a unilateral intervention will always struggle to
separate itself from those who built it. The construction of the Afghan armed forces after 11

September 2001 included input from a wide range of sources but was led by the US and
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NATO. Under these auspices, the ANDSF was always going to struggle to develop its own
institutional identity and become an effective fighting force in its own right, particularly in
the complex environment of Afghanistan. The strategic position that Afghanistan has
inherited from the US leaves it with no allies among the states along its landlocked borders,
compounding the difficulty of conducting military operations, securing borders, and
controlling the flow of people and arms into the country. Geopolitically isolated, lacking the
support of its former sponsors, and undermined by questions regarding its legitimacy as an
Afghan institution, it should be no surprise that the ANSDF disintegrated when faced with a

determined adversary.

The military of any state must fulfil many duties beyond winning battles. It must preserve
the territorial integrity and constitutional order of the state, protect its citizens, and respond
efficiently to crises. To be effective, it has to maintain its legitimacy among the society it
serves by reflecting the diversity of the population and presenting itself, through symbols
and ceremony, as the guardian of all communities from which it draws personnel. Some
armed forces use the process of recruiting and training soldiers to instil political and
ideological training (be it official forms of nationalism or socialist dogma), with varying
degrees of success, while others strive to be apolitical organisations. The challenge is finding
the right balance between these factors for a cohesive institution to develop within the

framework of the society it is being built to serve. My forthcoming book on the military

integration process in post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina charts the debates and
compromises that were forged over years of cooperation between representatives of the
three armies in the country and a host of international advisors and officials, revealing the
process by which the composition and structures of today’s Armed Forces of Bosnia and
Herzegovina were decided. That military, carefully designed in collaboration with the
Bosnians who would administer and serve in it, now serves as a stabilising influence in the
region and contributes to multilateral peace operations around the world. Such processes

appear to have been superficial or absent entirely in Afghanistan.

An Afghan military should not only reflect the ethnic composition of Afghanistan (which the
ANDSF did, to some extent), but should also present itself as the protector of each and
every social and ethnic group in the country rather than army of the somewhat abstract

idea of Afghanistan, particularly when that idea carries with it so much external baggage at
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the time. This could have perhaps been achieved by the introduction of the regimental
system as used in Pakistan and India (as well as the British Army and the Armed Forces of
Bosnia and Herzegovina), which encourages certain military units to celebrate regional and
ethnic identities alongside unifying national ones. Structures and practices such as this
highlight the role of the army as the guardian of the peoples and communities within the
state as much as its individual citizens and, if calibrated to reflect the nuances of Afghan
society, could have helped strengthen cohesion. Whether pre-existing militias (many of
which had long and celebrated histories, some of which centred around fighting the Taliban)
were incorporated, entirely new units were established (as happened), or another
alternative was developed should have been decided by a diverse commission of Afghan
political and military leaders, international officials, and the relevant subject matter experts.
Instead, an “Afghanistan-first” mentality supposedly prevailed, which in the light of recent
events appears more like a dogmatic mantra than an appropriate solution to the challenge

of building a cohesive and effective multiethnic military in Afghanistan.

Another key failure was the reliance on recruiting the poorest in society to serve in the
ANDSF: fitness and health were, according to US military reports, generally poor and, most
importantly, over 80 percent of enlisted troops (and 50 percent of officers in some units)
were illiterate. When the bulk of an armed force is composed of soldiers with such limited
capabilities, they become more of a liability than an asset, as recent events demonstrate.
Instead, the ANA in particular (and the rest of the ANDSF to an extent) should have been a
small, professional force composed of motivated and educated volunteers with an in-depth
understanding of what they were fighting for. In the 20 years since 2001, this literate and
educated force could have been made from scratch. Such an army would have been more
affordable, more reliable, better trained, and would likely be able to use and maintain the
more advanced weaponry within its arsenal. If such troops were paid well and felt that the
Afghan state provided protection to their families and communities, they could have

defeated the Taliban.

The bigger picture
The US effort to stabilise Afghanistan consistently failed to see the bigger picture. American
leaders failed to foster a favourable regional environment for peace and stability to emerge

in Afghanistan, and instead chose to try and build a state as an afterthought to a military
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campaign in a landlocked country that is surrounded by indifferent or outright hostile states.
These factors alone probably meant that the endeavour was always doomed to fail: the
Taliban simply sheltered in refuges across the Pakistani border, planning operations and
gathering their strength until the US left. Similarly, the Iranian border with Afghanistan
should represent a lucrative trade route that benefits both countries, while the
opportunities for mutually beneficial development between Afghanistan and its Central
Asian neighbours has barely been fathomed. These lost opportunities and the pervasive
presence of the Taliban in Pakistan have severely undermined the Afghan state’s ability to
defend and sustain itself. With support from “over-the-horizon” allies suddenly withdrawn,
Afghanistan was more isolated than ever when it faced its first test against the resurgent
Taliban. In post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, the quest for stability was
recognised as being a shared interest of the entire region and Russian troops served
alongside NATO forces with the UN from 1992 until 1995, and within the NATO led
Implementation Force and Stabilisation Force from 1996 until 2003. This helped to greatly
strengthen the legitimacy of the operation, particularly in the eyes of the Bosnian Serb
population. Uncomfortable arrangements such as this are far from unprecedented, had
already met with demonstrable success in 2001, and represent a key aspect of building a

functioning state in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan does not exist in a vacuum. Any effort to build a lasting state must receive the
endorsement of neighbouring administrations and, ideally, their support. Compromises
must be found, trade must flourish, and borders must be secured. Afghan troops must train
and attend exercises and seminars with their colleagues from neighbouring armed forces,
bilateral links need to be fostered between defence and security organisations, and joint
operations should be carried out in areas contested by the Taliban. The state and its borders
must grow from fundamentally abstract ideas to entities that are recognised not only by the
Afghan population, but by the governments and agencies of neighbouring states. This can
only be achieved peacefully with cooperation, patience, and a shared focus on the mutual
benefits that increased security and trade offers both states. The UN learned the hard way
in Liberia and Sierra Leone during the 1990s and early 2000s that civil wars are not

necessarily over until the borders are secure on both sides. This knowledge, along with
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other potential solutions that were developed in Africa, should have been applied to

Afghanistan.

When building the Afghan state, the US and its allies placed far too much emphasis on guns
and soldiers than it did on governance and revenue. They made exactly the same mistake
with the Taliban, fighting and bombing foot soldiers while the leadership established
assured sources of revenue to sustain a long and complex campaign against an
immeasurably more powerful foe. In the 2019-2020 fiscal year, the Taliban brought in

approximately $1.6 billion in revenue — the Government of Afghanistan, in comparison,

raised $5.55 billion. Around a third of Taliban revenue comes from drug production (mostly
opium), another third comes from mining metals and minerals, and the rest is raised by
extortion or given as donations by wealthy donors in Gulf states. Until these lucrative
channels are closed and the bases in Pakistan are destroyed, defeating the Taliban is
impossible. The US military was victorious on every battlefield in Afghanistan but lost
decisively to the Taliban when it came to establishing assured sources of revenue and
conducting regional diplomacy. By focusing so much on a war that was already won,
American and allied leaders appear to have failed to recognise the simple things that are

required for a stable and sustainable Afghan state to emerge.

Conclusion

The US failed in Afghanistan because it failed to prioritise building and strengthening the
Afghan state over defeating the Taliban and insisted on a unilateral solution to a problem
which required patience and cooperation with a broad range of actors, both within the
country and across the region. American leaders played the wrong game since October
2001. The result was an Afghan state that rested on shoddy foundations and a resurgent
Taliban that was prepared and ready to overrun the country the moment US troops left. In
his speech following the withdrawal, Biden argued that ‘no nation has ever unified
Afghanistan.’ He is absolutely right, and it is unlikely that any nation ever will. A genuinely
multilateral effort, by contrast, has every chance of succeeding where nations and empires
failed. Instead of decades of war between the US and its enemies, Afghanistan needs a
collaborative and sustained intervention carried out by (and with the support of) a diverse
range of governments and organisations with the explicit goal of keeping the Taliban at bay

while a self-sustaining, resilient, and accountable state can be built. This can only be
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achieved via a long and painstaking process of discussions, negotiations, and detailed
analysis of the options by all the relevant stakeholders — from existing militia leaders, tribal
elders, and elected officials, to subject matter experts and representatives of the relevant
intergovernmental organisations and foreign agencies. It requires years of investment, not
just in firepower, but in the expertise and knowledge that is required to efficiently raise
revenue, manage and maintain the apparatus of a state and provide basic services to the
population. Developing these processes will take decades and require the patience of a

peace operation rather than the might that is needed to win a war.

Afghanistan is unique, but it does not have to forever be the exotic graveyard of humanity’s
greatest armies that dumbfounded statesmen and generals regularly portray it as. The
lessons presented in this article are not the product of hindsight but could have readily been
applied to Afghanistan from the earliest years of the occupation. Research by the leading
experts in the field has long underlined the considerable returns that any investment in
stabilising fragile states offer. The cost of succeeding in Afghanistan will be a fraction of
what the US has spent in the last two decades, but even at this reduced figure it remains an
unfathomable sum for an institution such as the UN in today’s political climate. Such a
process would also require some operationally independent firepower (perhaps
incorporating professional cadres of Afghan troops) to keep it on course, but this is the only
way in which peace and stability can prevail in Afghanistan. Until the international
consensus can be found for such an endeavour to take place (probably in the aftermath of
some brutal atrocity or attack), Afghan territory will continue to serve as a safe harbour for
various extremist groups who pose a direct threat to societies all around the world, while

the Afghan people will suffer the abuses of life under the Taliban.

In the meantime, the lessons that can be garnered from the US experience in Afghanistan
should be applied to interventions around the world:

1) unilateral interventions do not foster peace and stability

2) punish the individual not the group

3) prioritise governance and revenue collection over arms and munitions

4) design a military that is appropriate to the society it serves and suitable for the tasks it

faces, and pay it well
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5) ensure regional endorsement for the state and target the revenue base of those groups

that contest it.



