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What

is

the

problem?

President Obama’s announcement of a troop surge and the planned
withdrawal of the Netherlands as lead nation in Oruzgan province in mid2010, where the bulk of Australia’s military contribution operates, raise a
number of issues for Australia’s role in Afghanistan. In particular:
·

the potential and perhaps unintended impact of any new lead nation
on the relative improvements in security that have been achieved in
Oruzgan province ;

·

a possible demand for more Australian troops and greater flexibility
in the way they are used in Afghanistan as the result of changes in
US strategy;

·

and the effectiveness of Australia’s small but growing number of
civilian and police personnel in Afghanistan.

What

should

be

done?

In the face of these specific challenges the Australian government should:
·

undertake an independent assessment of progress made by the
Netherlands and Australia in Oruzgan province to prevent the relative
improvement in security achieved there from being undermined;

·

allow more flexibility in the way Australia’s military trainers are used
in Afghanistan, rather than increasing significantly overall troop
numbers;

·

increase the effectiveness of Australian civilian contributions by
enhancing their training and developing means for greater interaction
between these personnel and Afghan and international NGO staff.

·

consider an ambitious regional diplomatic effort to limit the negative
impact of external interventions into Afghanistan’s internal affairs.
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two core tasks are to:

·

produce distinctive research and fresh policy options for Australia’s international policy and
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for

discussion

of
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international

relations

through
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Lowy Institute Policy Briefs are designed to address a particular, current policy issue and to
suggest solutions. They are deliberately prescriptive, specifically addressing two questions: What
is the problem? What should be done?
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Obama’s Surge

US President Obama’s decision to dispatch
30,000 additional troops to the war in
Afghanistan, announced in a speech to the
West Point military academy on 1 December,
has echoes of former President Bush’s own
surge of 20,000 troops to Iraq in 2007. Like
the surge in Iraq, Obama’s surge seeks to turn
around a losing war, or rather to demonstrate
that it is still ultimately winnable.

Australia’s contribution to the war in
Afghanistan faces looming issues of its own.
The planned withdrawal of Netherlands forces
from Oruzgan in mid-2010 raises questions
about who will replace the Dutch as lead
nation in the province and about the fragile
stability that has been built there by the Dutch
and the Australians.
President Obama’s
announcement raises further questions about
the number and role of Australian forces in
Afghanistan and about Australia’s civil and
diplomatic contributions to the stabilisation of
Afghanistan and its broader region.

The President’s reference in the speech to a date
– July 2011 – for the start of a troop
withdrawal has been justifiably criticised. It
telegraphs US intentions to the insurgents,
providing the Taliban with the option of
waiting out the surge.
It provides little
reassurance to the Afghan government (and
their Pakistani counterparts) about US and
international commitment to Afghanistan. And
it makes it more likely that the Afghan
population will continue to hedge its support
between the international forces that are in
Afghanistan today and the insurgents that
Afghans understand will remain there
tomorrow.

The second war
In explaining the troop increase, President
Obama referred to the original justification for
the war in Afghanistan – the terrorist attacks of
11 September 2001. Yet, in many ways, the
United States and its allies are effectively
fighting this century’s second war for
Afghanistan. The first war was, of course,
launched to target those responsible for
planning the 9/11 attacks and those who had
harboured them.
It was quick, relatively
inexpensive in blood and treasure and
reasonably successful.

Yet Obama’s reference to a date also reflects
reality. Declining support for the war and
harsh economic conditions at home, combined
with steady Taliban advances in Afghanistan,
mean the Obama Administration probably only
has 18 months to turn things around. Its goal
in this short period will not be ‘victory’ or even
‘stability’ – this is hardly realistic – but rather
to demonstrate that the war is salvageable. If
the United States can regain this momentum
then it can probably afford to start drawing
down its troops in mid-2011 (or at least be
flexible about this); but if it cannot, it will
probably have to start withdrawing its troops
at this time.

Yet, even while the international coalition and
the Afghan government were fighting the
residual battles of the first war, a second was
emerging from its unresolved issues and
consequences – chief among them the failure by
the United States and its allies to plan for or
properly resource, the development and
stabilisation of the country after the Taliban
were overthrown. At its heart, this second war
for Afghanistan is an insurgency of neo-Taliban
and non-Taliban elements that increasingly
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challenges both the post-2001 Afghan state and
the international military presence in the
country.

their conflicts and rivalries in Afghanistan at a
cost to regional stability; or that it could result
in another civil war, the consequences of which
would be similarly negative. The Taliban were
themselves a product of Afghanistan’s last civil
war and the refugee flows that resulted from it.

To the extent that it succeeds, the insurgency
poses a number of challenges: it would increase
the physical space that al-Qaeda and other
extremist groups can operate and train in,
expanding it from their current bases in
Pakistan; it would diminish any pressure that
these groups currently or in future may face in
Pakistan; and it would, at the very least,
reinvigorate an extremist narrative used to
inspire al-Qaeda’s partisans and emulators
worldwide, and potentially help al-Qaeda
revive its efforts to provide money and training
to these groups as well.

The challenge of (relative) success
The problem for Western policymakers is,
however, that they must weigh the risk of these
bad things happening against the reality of
increasing troop and resources requirements for
the war at a time when many contributing
countries, including the United States, can least
afford it. The first war for Afghanistan required
roughly a sixth of the foreign soldiery that is
today serving on the ground in the second, even
before considering the additional troops that
2
have now been sent.

It goes without saying that the insurgency is
also a threat to the lives and future of many
Afghans. It is correct to lament the weakness
and corruption of the Afghan state today, but
equally one should not ignore the progress that
has been made in areas such as health care (in
2002, 9% of the population had access to basic
health care; by 2008 it was 85%), education
(student enrolments increased from 1.1 million
in 2001 to 6.8 million today), women’s rights
and economic development (GDP has grown an
1
average 10% per year since 2003). This fitful
and partial progress is endangered by a
successful insurgency – and in some areas
where schools and clinics have been targeted,
that progress is already being reversed.

The first war for Afghanistan also had a clear
and tangible, if largely punitive, goal – the
defeat of al-Qaeda and the Taliban – even if it
was never fully achieved. In the second war for
Afghanistan the United States and its allies are,
more or less, fighting the same adversaries, but
the goal has become more nebulous: the ‘fixing
of the Afghan state’ as Rory Stewart has
3
described it.
As Stewart has also noted, such an objective
can ostensibly rally a consensus ‘broad enough
to include Scandinavian humanitarians and
4
American special forces’
But it obscures
deepening differences between those who see
nation-building as the end of the West’s
involvement in Afghanistan, and those who see
it is a means to defeat the insurgency, to say
nothing of the very different visions that exist

Given its weakness and failings, this post-2001
Afghan state might seem hardly worth fighting
for, or possible to save. But even a hard-nosed
assessment of Western interests would
recognise that a weak Afghan state means
regional countries will continue to play out
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about what a ‘fixed’ Afghan state would look
like and would it would take to ‘fix’ it.

some reservations,
resourced.

both

endorsed

and

In this second war for Afghanistan it is also
true that the presence of Western armies in
Afghanistan fuels the insurgency, even if it is
unlikely that the insurgency would disappear if
Western forces did. It seems no coincidence
that the rates of insurgent-initiated attacks have
roughly matched the gradual geographic spread
of foreign military forces. And while Western
governments now point to the problems of
Afghan governance it is also true that the
international development effort since 2001
has, in many respects, been as ineffective and
corrupt as that of the Karzai government.

Most crudely, this shift is portrayed as a change
from one emphasising counter-terrorism,
focusing narrowly on striking at Taliban and
al-Qaeda targets, to one emphasising counterinsurgency, a broader strategy aimed at
‘securing the population’. The strengths and
weaknesses of this strategy in Afghanistan have
6
been discussed elsewhere.
The reality is,
however, that no-one really knows if it will
work – even if there is a case for it to be tried.
In some ways, however, the real challenge for
the Obama Administration in Afghanistan will
not be failure, but relative success. If the
United States does succeed in regaining
momentum from the insurgents or even the
appearance of momentum (for example, if the
Taliban decide to reduce their attacks and wait
out the surge) over the next 18 months it will
beg an obvious question. Should, at that point,
the United States remain engaged in
Afghanistan to ensure any new momentum is
consolidated or should the Administration
succumb to what will be a strong political
imperative to leave while the going is relatively
good?

Finally, it is even harder to make the case for
an expanded effort in Afghanistan when the
dominant perception is that the West is ‘losing’
– a perception that, ironically, seems to unite
most proponents and opponents of continued
Western involvement. As the Commander of
US Forces and the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF), General Stanley
McChrystal, noted in his initial assessment in
August 2009 (a redacted version of which was
released publicly) the situation in Afghanistan
is ‘serious’, with ‘many indicators suggest the
5
situation is deteriorating’.

Australia’s war for Oruzgan

This deterioration forced a shift in US strategy
even before President Obama’s announcement in fact, it began in the final year of the Bush
Administration,
prompted
by
growing
recognition that the war had been underresourced and reflected in military reviews,
command changes and troop increases that
occurred in that year. It is that shift in strategy
that the Obama Administration has now, with

The idea that the United States and it allies are
effectively fighting the second war for
Afghanistan is especially true in Australia’s
case. In 2001 it contributed special forces,
combat and transport aircraft and naval vessels
as a part of the original effort to target alQaeda and topple the Taliban.
But by
December 2002 Australia’s on–the-ground

Page 5

Po l i c y Br i e f

Obama’s Surge

presence in Afghanistan had shrunk to a single
Army officer. It was not until 2005 when a
Special Forces Task Force was again sent to
Afghanistan that Australia renewed its military
involvement.

In effect, the Australian government has chosen
to make its contribution to these first two
missions largely in one specific part of
Afghanistan, Oruzgan. A predominantly rural
province in central and southern Afghanistan,
Oruzgan is not as strategically vital as other
southern provinces like Helmand and
Kandahar, that border Pakistan, but neither is
it unimportant. It contains both local insurgent
groups and insurgents from other surrounding
provinces. While not as stable as part of
Northern Afghanistan, security in much of
Oruzgan has improved in recent years relative
8
to other parts of the south.

In April 2009, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd
described the reasons for Australia’s continuing
commitment to Afghanistan:
In Afghanistan, Australia has two
fundamental interests at stake. First we
need to deny sanctuary to terrorists who
have threatened and killed Australian
citizens. Second, we also have an enduring
commitment to the United States under the
ANZUS Treaty which was formally
invoked at the time of the September 11
7
attacks in New York and Washington.

Australia’s Oruzgan-centric approach, which
began in fact under the Howard government,
serves a number of interests.
It allows
Australia to make a focused and geographically
discrete contribution to the overall ISAF
mission commensurate with its national
capabilities. In terms of alliance interests, it
demonstrates Australia’s willingness to take
risks by operating in that half of Afghanistan
that is least benign, while managing that risk by
focusing on one of the more stable provinces in
that half. In its growing focus on a hand-over
to local security forces, this strategy provides
for an exit, possibly before the coalition
9
mission in the rest of the country is completed.

In the same statement Prime Minister Rudd
elaborated on what this meant in practical
terms by describing Australia’s mission in
Afghanistan as:
Strategic denial of Afghanistan as a training
ground and operating base for global
terrorist organisations; second, stabilisation
of the Afghan state through a combination
of military, police and civilian effort to the
extent necessary to consolidate the primary
mission of strategic denial; and third, in
Australia’s case, to make this contribution
in Oruzgan province in partnership with
our allies, with the objective of training
sufficient Afghan National Army and police
forces and to enhance the capacity of the
Oruzgan provincial administration in order
to hand over responsibility for the province
in a reasonable time-frame to the Afghans
themselves.

This strategy now faces, however, three sets of
challenges and an opportunity. The first has
been known for some time and relates to the
likely withdrawal next year of the Netherland’s
military forces from Oruzgan, where they have
served as the lead nation. The second flows
from the changing approach of the United
States to Afghanistan in the last year,
culminating in President Obama’s latest
announcement. The third relates to Australia’s
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civilian contributions in Afghanistan, as well as
a significant opportunity for an enhanced
Australian diplomatic effort.

population centres in the province – has
contributed to the improvement in security in
11
Oruzgan in recent years.
Others are more
dismissive, arguing that the Dutch have simply
ceded ground outside the main population
centres to the insurgents who do not feel
threatened by their operations and therefore
12
limit their attacks.

The Dutch model
The Netherlands is planning to give up the lead
nation role in Oruzgan by August 2010,
withdrawing as well some key military
capabilities critical to the Australian military
presence in the province, such as air and
artillery support. The Australian government
has resolutely ruled out taking over the lead in
Oruzgan from the Dutch and is unwilling and
in some cases, probably unable, to substitute
some of the military capabilities that the Dutch
will take with them when they leave. Neither
of these problems is insurmountable, however,
and it is likely a third country (or countries)
will be found to substitute for the Netherlands
in both respects.

Still others have argued that the truth lies
somewhere in between. One senior Dutch
officer has argued that it may, in fact, have
been a combination of the more restrained
approaches of the Dutch and more aggressive
posture of the Australian forces that has
contributed to the improved security situation.
Specifically, he suggested that the aggressive
approach of Australian special forces in the
province has created space for the Dutch ‘3D’
approach to operate and have effect (American
13
special forces also operate in the province).
Whatever the truth of the matter, there is an
urgent need to understand the factors that have
contributed to improvements in security in
parts of Oruzgan. If it is true that Dutch
military restraint – or some combination of
Dutch restraint and more aggressive action by
Australian and US special forces - has
contributed to relative levels of stability, there
is a risk that a new lead country might now
undermine it, even unintentionally. As such it
would seem prudent to conduct a reasonably
comprehensive review of these issues well
before the Netherlands leave, consistent with
Australia’s effort to manage the risk involved in
its deployment to Afghanistan.

There is, however, a less obvious issue raised by
the likely departure of the Netherlands as the
lead nation. The Dutch have taken a particular
approach in Oruzgan which has come to be
known colloquially as the ‘Dutch model’. The
Dutch characterise it as a comprehensive or
‘3D’ (defence, development and diplomacy)
approach that closely integrates civil and
military operations. To some degree the ‘Dutch
model’ is being echoed in the US military’s
recent emphasis on an integrated civil-military
10
approach to the insurgency in Afghanistan.
Some observers have argued that this approach
– combining relative military restraint,
significant research into local political and
socio-economic conditions, high levels of local
consultation and a concentration on the main

One component of such a process would be an
independent assessment of progress in the
province, and the political and other dynamics
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that underpin it, similar to that conducted by
the Afghan NGO, The Liaison Office for the
Netherlands, but expanded to incorporate
Australian and US military and civil operations
14
in the province as well. An important adjunct
to this would be a forum (or forums) that
brought together Afghan, Australian, Dutch
and other relevant military and civilian
representatives
(including
NGO
representatives) to discuss and debate frankly
and constructively what has been achieved in
Oruzgan, what has worked (and what has not)
and what needs to be done in future to ensure
that this progress is maintained.

on the situation in Afghanistan last August,
while increased resources are required to
succeed, there is a more urgent need for
changes in strategy, and in the way
15
international forces ‘think and operate’.
In
this regard even a significant, but still
ultimately marginal contribution of Australian
troops is less important than what Australia
does with the forces it already has in the
country.
Australia does not have the numbers – and
arguably the experience – to make a substantial
war-fighting contribution to the US counterinsurgency effort in Afghanistan. Where it can
and is increasingly making a contribution to the
war effort is in the training of the Afghan army
– something that the Defence Minister recently
16
indicated may well increase.
This is not
without its own challenges, however.

The American model
The second set of challenges relates to shifts in
US strategy in Afghanistan – shifts that, as
already noted, have been taking place for some
time now. The obvious issue raised by the US
move to a more manpower-intensive counterinsurgency strategy is a demand for additional
troops. This is not simply a question of
whether the Administration has or has not
made a troop request. It is also a judgement
the Australian government needs to make
about what is the most effective contribution it
can make to international efforts in
Afghanistan and what is necessary to manage
alliance expectations.

The Australian military training and mentoring
team is currently working with Oruzgan-based
kandaks (roughly, battalions) of the Afghan
Army. The most critical part of the military
training model used throughout Afghanistan is
the embedding of international troops in these
units when they go into combat. It is the
ongoing mentoring of these units under combat
conditions that has the deepest and quickest
impact on their military proficiency, as well as
stiffening their war-fighting capability.

The Rudd government already made a
significant increase in the number of Australian
troops serving in Afghanistan at the beginning
of 2009. Australia could probably increase its
commitment further, making a contribution to
the additional 10,000 troops that President
Obama sought from allies in his speech. Yet as
General McChrystal noted in his leaked report

As reflected in the Prime Minister’s statement
above, the Australian government has
emphasised that the focus of its training efforts
is currently in Oruzgan province. Some press
reports indicate that, unlike Australia’s special
forces, Australia’s military trainers are
17
effectively restricted to the province. Whilst
security in Oruzgan is important, the current
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strategic priority is further south. It may well
be that the Afghan government and the US
military leadership would eventually decide to
send Afghan forces currently in Oruzgan
elsewhere. This is especially important given
the need to place an Afghan face on security
operations throughout the country as quickly
as possible. Sending these forces outside of
Oruzgan without their Australian mentors
would, however, significantly diminish their
effectiveness.

provides security and improves basic services
and governance for the Afghan people. Indeed,
it is in this area that even relatively small
contributions will make a big difference to the
war effort.
After a slow start, Australia has gradually
expanded its civil and diplomatic presence in
the country and the Australian Prime Minister
recently announced a further contribution of
civilians and police of unspecified number. The
training and operation of civilian personnel and
even police in an environment where security is
deteriorating
is,
however,
extremely
18
challenging.
Even the United States is
grappling with this, so it would be a surprise if
Australia were not as well. The anecdotal
impression amongst some non-government
organisation (NGO) personnel in Afghanistan whose ability to move around is generally
greater than that of government personnel - is
that many of the government civilians of all
nationalities are increasingly cut off from the
situation ‘outside the wire’, diminishing their
effectiveness.

Lifting any restrictions that may currently exist
on our trainers would probably make a greater
relative contribution to the war effort in
Afghanistan (and to the management of
alliance expectations) than even a sizeable
further increase in troop numbers (especially if
any increased troops were also limited to
operations in Oruzgan). This is particularly the
case given the emphasis that General
McChrystal and other US military leaders have
placed on flexibility and ‘unity of effort’
amongst allied countries operating in
Afghanistan. More generally, an enhanced
focus on military training would be consistent
with both the desire of the Afghan government
and people to gain control of their own security
and sovereignty, and with the wish of
international forces to make an early, but
responsible, exit from the war.

There is no easy solution to this. Governments
have a duty of care for their staff and simply
being a government representative makes
security a greater issue than for someone
working for an NGO. As the US military
commentator Anthony Cordesman noted in a
recent address to the Lowy Institute, the reality
is that many of the civil tasks will have to be
performed in the field by the military in close
19
liaison with their civilian colleagues.

Civil and diplomatic contributions
A final set of challenges relates to Australia’s
civil and diplomatic contributions to the war in
Afghanistan.
General McChrystal has
repeatedly emphasised that success in
Afghanistan will depend greatly on an
integrated civil-military effort that both

A detailed discussion of this issue is beyond the
scope of this paper. There are, however, two
immediate ways the government should
consider increasing the effectiveness of its

Page 9

Po l i c y Br i e f

Obama’s Surge

civilian contribution in Afghanistan. The first
is an enhanced program of training for civilian
advisors that would make it possible for them
to operate more closely with the military in a
greater range of threat environments than is
possible now. This would be expensive and
time-consuming and would not mitigate all the
risks faced by civilian personnel in Afghanistan,
but it would also be a sound investment given
the likelihood of Australia’s being involved in
these types of mission in the future, including in
its own region.
Second, the government should explore forums
and mechanisms that allow for greater
interaction between government civilians and
NGO personnel – both international and
Afghan – on the ground in Afghanistan. This is
not as simple as it sounds, particularly since
many NGO personnel are wary of
compromising their neutrality by being seen to
visit military bases in Afghanistan. It could,
however, be resolved through meetings and
workshops in other more secure parts of
Afghanistan or even outside the country.

This may seem a more appropriate role for
some of the bigger players such as the United
States or the United Kingdom. Yet Australia
also has significant assets in this regard: the
strong perception in the region is that it lacks
any agenda and indeed that it does not have the
historical baggage of others. This is not to say
that any such initiative would not be extremely
taxing of Australia’s limited diplomatic
resources. But the gains that could be made in
terms of Australian and international interests
in Afghanistan would certainly justify it, not
least a more rapid, responsible and sustainable
exit for US-led international military forces
from the country.

Finally, consistent with the argument being put
forward in this Policy Brief that Australia can
and should be more ambitious in the way that
it uses its military and civilian contributions in
Afghanistan, there is an opportunity for a more
effective use of Australian diplomacy. One key
element in the current instability is the role
played by many of Afghanistan’s neighbours –
and not just Pakistan – whose proxy
competition and efforts to increase their
influence in the country come at a cost to
Afghan security and sovereignty. Building
some form of accord or understanding amongst
these countries would be a critical contribution
to Afghan stability in the medium term.
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