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Foreword

I am pleased to write this foreword, not only because it precedes an 
impressive scholarly work, but also because it means that the Hoover 
Institution Press has published a book from one of the outstanding 
alumni of Hoover’s Robert and Marion Oster National Security Affairs 
Fellows (NSAF) Program. Colonel Deborah Hanagan was a mem-
ber of the 2007–08 NSAF class a few years before I joined Hoover 
as a senior fellow and became the program’s director. The Hoover 
 Institution— once known formally as the Hoover Institution on War, 
Revolution and Peace—refl ects a deeply held commitment to under-
standing warfare and statecraft to improve the security of our nation 
and the world. The NSAF program, and this book, are important con-
tributions to that mission.

Colonel Hanagan is a rare breed—a warrior-scholar with impressive 
accomplishments in both the operational environment and inside the 
academy. Initially commissioned in the US Army as a military intelli-
gence offi cer, she later transferred to the Foreign Area Offi cer func-
tional area. She has served in staff and leadership positions spanning 
the globe while also earning multiple academic degrees and serving 
in a number of academic leadership roles, including as a professor of 
strategy at the US Army War College.

During her time at Hoover, Hanagan distinguished herself, actively 
engaging in dozens of seminars and conferences and publishing in the 
Hoover Digest, the institution’s quarterly journal. My NSAF program 
predecessor, David Brady, described Hanagan as an “exemplary” fellow 
and a “good reminder to us at Hoover of the high caliber of individuals 
who serve in the United States Armed Forces.”
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xii FOREWORD

Hanagan ’s latest work grew out of her doctoral thesis at King’s 
College London and refl ects the expertise she has garnered as both a 
scholar and a member of the armed forces. In it, she seeks to explain 
NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan over a thirteen-year period, and 
the enduring cohesion that existed among coalition members. This 
work not only provides a comprehensive account of the mission of the 
International Security Assistance Force but also tackles the question 
of how coalition cohesion endures in lengthy confl icts. That question 
is of great and rising importance; data show clearly that both civil and 
interstate confl icts have grown longer over the past several decades.

Hanagan masterfully uses the existing organizational learning and 
military adaptation literature—typically used to describe militaries and 
governments at a national level—to explain a phenomenon at the multi-
national level. As the international security landscape grows increas-
ingly complex and the challenges confronting multinational security 
coalitions like NATO continue to diversify, understanding military 
adaptation and factors of success for coalition cohesion is imperative. 
This work makes a meaningful contribution to that body of research.

It is made even more special to write this foreword in 2019, as 
Hoover celebrates the fi ftieth anniversary of the NSAF program. For 
half a century, the program has offered high-ranking members of the 
US military and government agencies an opportunity to spend an aca-
demic year at Hoover to conduct independent research. During their 
time at Hoover, NSAFs also become essential members of the Stanford 
University community, attending seminars, participating in workshops, 
and mentoring undergraduate students. To date, the NSAF program 
has 158 distinguished alumni, including eleven general offi cers, two 
fl ag offi cers, twelve US ambassadors, and a former national security 
adviser. We are proud to call Colonel Hanagan one of our own and to 
have the opportunity to publish her doctoral research.

Amy Zegart
Davies Family Senior Fellow

Hoover Institution
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CHAPTER 1

Setting the Stage

The Puzzle

In the annals of North Atlantic Treaty Organization history, 2011 was 
a banner year. NATO was engaged in ground, naval, and air opera-
tions around the world, including the ongoing peace support mission 
in Kosovo via the NATO-led Kosovo Force.1 Maritime operations 
involved two missions: Active Endeavour (launched in response to 
the Alliance’s Article 5 collective defense declaration after the United 
States was attacked by al-Qaeda on September 11, 2001) and Ocean 
Shield (a counterpiracy mission operating off the Horn of Africa and 
in the Gulf of Aden). The NATO Training Mission–Iraq developed 
Iraqi security forces through training and mentoring activities and 
contributed to establishing training structures and institutions.2 The 
NATO-led intervention in Libya, called Operation Unifi ed Protec-
tor, was undertaken under a UN mandate and with the support of the 
League of Arab States. But despite their wide breadth of activity, these 
operations were dwarfed by the operations in Afghanistan.

The largest and most signifi cant military activity in 2011, and the 
only mission in which all twenty-eight of the allies participated, was 
the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) mission 
in Afghanistan. Its objective was to ensure the country would never 
again serve as the base for global terrorism.3 This year was the apogee 
of NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan and also the year the ISAF coa-
lition reached its maximum size in terms of participating nations (fi fty) 
and number of troops deployed (over 130,000).4 Over the course of 
the year, ISAF, in partnership with Afghan security forces, engaged in 
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2 CHAPTER 1

counterinsurgency and counterterrorism operations against an insur-
gent coalition that included a reconstituted Taliban and associated 
groups such as the Haqqani Network (an Islamist organization oper-
ating in Afghanistan and Pakistan) and al-Qaeda. ISAF’s peace sup-
port operations included stabilization and reconstruction activities via 
twenty-eight provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs). In addition, the 
NATO Training Mission–Afghanistan (NTM-A), the c oalition’s main 
effort, focused on developing the Afghan National Security Forces 
(ANSF) by training and mentoring the Afghan National Army and 
Afghan National Police.5 Finally, ISAF began transitioning full respon-
sibility for security to Afghan forces in 2011. Each major division of 
the transition was referred to as a tranche. Tranche 1 of the transition 
began in March, covering Bamiyan Province and the city of Mazar-e-
Sharif. Tranche 2 began in November. In the relevant provinces, dis-
tricts, and cities, ISAF maintained a presence but the troops no longer 
engaged in direct combat, instead supporting ANSF.6

This extensive range of global military activity undertaken with var-
ious coalitions was unprecedented for a security organization created 
more than six decades earlier to defend against Soviet aggression, pre-
vent the reemergence of German territorial ambitions, and keep the 
United States engaged in Europe. The wide range of coalition war-
fare—precision combat strikes, peace support operations, humanitarian 
assistance, counterterrorism, counterpiracy,  counterinsurgency, stabi-
lization and reconstruction, and training—indicated that NATO was 
capable of changing to meet the demands of a changing world. NATO 
had evolved from a static, defensive alliance focused on deterring con-
ventional and nuclear war to a security organization that could respond 
to a wide range of challenges.

Of all NATO’s activities in 2011, the ISAF mission was the most 
ambitious (in reality it was trying to help create a resilient Afghan 
state) and the most extensive in terms of the multinational force con-
tributions involved (ground, air, and naval troops and assets) and the 
range of  missions. The NATO engaged in Afghanistan was almost 
unrecognizable from the Cold War NATO, just as the ISAF operating 
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SETTING THE STAGE 3

in 2011 was dramatically transformed from the ISAF that deployed in 
December 2001.

NATO was not initially involved in military operations in Afghan-
istan, but this slowly changed. First, the Alliance decided to take over 
the ISAF mission in Kabul and expanded the mission geographically 
and operationally. ISAF then surged, followed by an organized with-
drawal. Why did this happen and how did ISAF maintain cohesion 
throughout the campaign in Afghanistan?

The fact that cohesion endured among the allies and partners in 
Afghanistan is a puzzle. Many forces were in play that should have 
frayed the coalition. These forces included intra-Alliance tensions and 
confl icts over burden-sharing; disagreements about what ISAF should 
do; concerns about US unilateralism; and reluctance to get involved 
in combat operations or to remain engaged over the long term. Also, 
operational ineffi ciencies (from restrictive national caveats to resource, 
training, and doctrinal shortfalls) leading to inconclusive battles pro-
duced a widespread perception that the international effort was a fail-
ure. These problems were exacerbated by major miscalculations about 
the character of the confl ict, underestimations of Taliban resilience, 
and signifi cant defi ciencies among the Afghan partners, including cor-
ruption and human capital weaknesses.

This book seeks to address many questions. Why did NATO get 
involved when the enemy did not threaten the survival of its members? 
How come the complexity of the confl ict in Afghanistan did not frac-
ture the coalition, especially when it was going badly? Why did the mis-
sions expand, particularly into the governance and economic domains 
when that is not what security alliances are traditionally for and why 
did this not undermine cohesion? Why did no NATO member defect 
from the coalition, especially considering the Alliance was otherwise 
globally engaged? Why did partner nations join and stay engaged when 
they had no formal power in Alliance decision making?

History seems to suggest that alliances and coalitions can be frag-
ile. They have often fractured under combat pressures or when mem-
bers undergo national political or economic crises. Shouldn’t alliances, 
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4 CHAPTER 1

which result from formal treaties or agreements and have a long-term 
nature, be more durable than coalitions, which are short term in nature 
and result from ad hoc and temporary combinations in response to 
sudden or emerging threats? Logic suggests that when the stakes are 
high it is more likely allies and partners will stick together, especially in 
formal alliances, than in cases when the stakes are lower, the situation is 
opaque, or goals are tenuous. However, actual history seems to  indicate 
otherwise. Alliances have often been as brittle as coalitions, since polit-
ical, social, economic, or battlefi eld conditions can fatally undermine 
the ties that should bind alliances together. For example, in the fi fth 
century bc, the existential threat posed by recurring Persian invasions 
did not deter constantly shifting alignments among the Greek city-
states as they fought each other and against Persia.7 During the Thirty 
Years War, despite the invariably heavy costs imposed by war, a number 
of the protagonists in the Holy Roman Empire changed sides during 
the confl ict due to religious, political, and combat pressures.8 The six 
coalitions formed against France during the French revolutionary and 
Napoleonic wars were a constantly shifting kaleidoscope. The early 
coalitions in particular were “fragmented by divergent war aims and 
mutual suspicions” which led to uncoordinated operations, battlefi eld 
failures, and disintegration as allies sued for peace individually with 
France.9 In June 1940, rather than continuing the war from its ter-
ritories and colonies overseas, in continued alliance with Britain, the 
French government decided to defect and surrender to Germany.10 The 
subsequent Anglo-American alliance was fraught with rivalries and dis-
agreements from the political level to military operational and tactical 
levels. Some strategic disagreements were so serious they threatened 
the alliance’s continued cohesion. However, they did not prevent an 
unprecedented degree of cooperation and the complete fusion of allied 
strategy and intelligence sharing or the execution of unifi ed operations 
which ultimately achieved victory.11 It seems even when allies share 
a view of the danger they face, as the United Kingdom and France 
and the United States and United Kingdom did against Adolf Hitler’s 
Germany, a solid and enduring alliance is not necessarily a foregone 
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SETTING THE STAGE 5

conclusion. If this applies to cases of extreme danger, then one would 
expect an alliance or coalition facing lesser risk to fray even more easily. 
That this did not happen here makes it all the more interesting.

Alliances and coalitions are not necessarily distinct. Since the end 
of the Cold War, NATO has developed into a formal alliance that can 
generate discrete multinational coalitions to deal with different security 
challenges. Its wide range of missions in 2011 demonstrates this point. 
However, the level of allied participation in them has varied widely 
and they face different levels of fraying forces. Afghanistan presented a 
particular challenge since it seemed to represent a synthesis of contem-
porary threats and challenges. It included a rogue state that was also a 
failed state, a transnational terrorist group and insurgents, ethnic con-
fl ict, ungoverned spaces, and a humanitarian catastrophe. Operations 
were further complicated by Afghanistan’s remote geographic location 
and its complex cultural context. In fact, given the negative histori-
cal experiences of alliances and coalitions, the low stakes involved in 
the war in Afghanistan, the inconclusive nature of the confl ict against 
the Taliban, the fraying forces identifi ed above, and the fact that today 
for many European countries war is considered an illegitimate means 
for resolving international differences, one could argue that the ISAF 
coalition should have fallen apart and that NATO’s involvement in 
Afghanistan should not have happened or that it should not have devel-
oped in the way that it did. However, the fact remains that somehow 
the Alliance became engaged and ISAF stayed together and maintained 
an unprecedented level of cohesion in a highly complex confl ict, for a 
long time, in a region far from Alliance territory. Furthermore, ISAF 
was able to accommodate an ever larger coalition and expand the forms 
of warfare it undertook as the character of the confl ict changed.

This book proposes an explanation for these developments. Its main 
focus is at the operational level, which entails the command and control 
structures that integrate multinational military contributions and man-
age, direct, and coordinate military activities in a specifi c geographic 
area—a theater of operations. Operational-level commanders and 
their staffs translate strategic-level direction into campaigns and major 
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6 CHAPTER 1

operations (this is known as operational art). As such, the operational 
level links higher-level direction and objectives to tactical activities. In 
Afghanistan, ISAF was the operational-level headquarters that provided 
goals, objectives, and plans which were meant to orient the tactical-level 
activities of battle groups, PRTs, and embedded trainers. This book 
examines the decision process in the lead-up to NATO taking over the 
ISAF mission and then the organizational changes that occurred within 
the coalition over time, specifi cally the changes in ISAF’s organizational 
structure and the extensive changes and expansion in ISAF’s actual 
operations. ISAF underwent a dramatic transformation, both struc-
turally and operationally, over the course of its existence. This helped 
sustain the members’ political commitment and enabled the coalition 
to stay the course in the face of adverse and unexpected conditions 
as well as to overcome the fraying forces that undermined cohesion. 
Since ISAF was not an autonomous entity, its examination requires two 
levels of analysis: the strategic level at NATO and the operational level 
at ISAF. The levels were inextricably linked. Political authorities in 
the North Atlantic Council decided whether and when to commit the 
Alliance in Afghanistan. The Council also issued political direction to 
ISAF. The military authorities at Supreme  Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe (SHAPE) and Joint Force  Command Brunssum issued strategic 
and operational direction. While ISAF had wide latitude in translat-
ing the higher-level direction into plans and operations, the NATO 
political and military authorities retained fi nal approval authority over 
ISAF’s successive campaign plans. In addition, the Alliance’s various 
structural elements, such as training facilities, educational programs, 
and force-generation processes, supported the coalition’s activities. 
Analyzing the ISAF coalition, therefore, requires maintaining an eye 
on relevant strategic-level developments in NATO.

NATO’s eventual involvement in Afghanistan and ISAF’s transfor-
mation were essentially a case of multinational military adaptation. 
This book proposes an analytical framework that identifi es the main 
drivers and infl uences which shaped NATO’s initial lack of involve-
ment, its decision to get involved, ISAF’s adaptation to the war over 
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SETTING THE STAGE 7

time, and the sustainment of cohesion as the confl ict changed. The 
drivers are political will and organizational capacity.

Political will. Security organizations require effort on the part of 
the member states for action to occur because they are not auto n-
omous. In this case, political will manifests as national policy that is 
related to NATO. Political will is expressed in public statements and 
the subsequent activation of Alliance decision forums, persuasion 
efforts with other members to achieve consensus on an organizational 
policy or action, and physical contributions, such as defense spending, 
equipment acquisition, and provision of military forces through the 
force-generation process for the activation and sustainment of oper-
ational missions. Political will must also converge among the mem-
bers in order for Alliance action to occur. In effect, the convergence 
of political will generates a decision for operational action and its sub-
sequent sustainment over time.

The national policy positions (political will) of NATO members can 
vary widely and can shift over time as strategic or domestic conditions 
change. Political will is therefore shaped or infl uenced by Alliance pol-
itics and domestic politics. Alliance politics has to do with multilat-
eral deliberation, compromise, and constraints, since each member can 
have different priorities and interests. Working with and depending 
on allies can slow down decision making, narrow the range of poten-
tial actions, and slow the process of adaptation due to burden-sharing 
concerns and fears of entrapment or abandonment. In addition, allies 
may be trying to achieve different agendas within the Alliance. The 
aspirant countries and new members of NATO may have different rea-
sons for supporting Alliance action than the long-standing members. 
For example,  Germany prefers multilateral frameworks for the use of 
force, so NATO’s credibility and survival are important to it as a means 
to constrain US unilateralism. Some of the aspirants and new members 
want inter national protection in the event of Russian aggression so they 
also want NATO to succeed and endure, but for their own survival.

The tug and pull of domestic politics also infl uence political will 
and member state decisions about NATO’s operational activities and 
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8 CHAPTER 1

the level of their contributions. Decisions to employ military force are 
especially contentious for many European countries for reasons of his-
tory. Scholars like John Mueller and James Sheehan have documented 
the rise of war aversion in the aftermath of the First and Second World 
Wars such that war is no longer perceived as a legitimate instrument 
of policy in many European societies.12 This means national policy 
 makers have to consider the level of public support they may or may not 
have for a military mission. It also infl uences what policy makers will 
commit to an operation and how they will describe their contribution. 
For example, some countries may only commit forces for humanitarian 
or stabilization operations and they may emphasize the peace-building 
aspects of the mission over the more kinetic activities (those involving 
lethal force). National parliaments may also play a constraining or sup-
porting role, such as approving resources or introducing strict national 
caveats, depending on their oversight authority. Finally, fi nancial con-
ditions can greatly infl uence the degree of a nation’s contribution. The 
global fi nancial crisis in 2008–09 and subsequent austerity budgets in 
many European countries imposed constraints on the resources avail-
able for military operations.

Organizational capacity. Organizational capacity provides the abil-
ity for a multinational coalition to act once a decision is made and 
then make adjustments as necessary. This driver has both concrete and 
abstract attributes. The concrete attributes are primarily structural. 
They include strategy and planning documents; decision and planning 
bodies; military resources (compatible forces, military budgets, and/or 
equipment acquisition plans); unifi ed or compatible doctrine and oper-
ating procedures; combined education, training, and exercises; and 
deployable elements.

The concrete attributes are related to each other. At NATO, the per-
manent decision body is the North Atlantic Council and it is meant 
to enable consultation and decision making in the event of a crisis or 
the emergence of a new threat. Council decisions can activate plan-
ning activities, strategy development, and force-generation processes 
which build the specifi c force packages needed for a given operation. 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   8H7580-Hanagan.indb   8 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



SETTING THE STAGE 9

The Alliance’s published strategy document identifi es the purpose 
and roles of the organization. It articulates the organization’s missions 
and the forms of coalition warfare it will undertake to deal with the 
threats and challenges facing its members. Strategy infl uences doc-
trine, planning activities, force structure (numbers and types of troops 
and equipment needed), military budgets, and equipment acquisition 
plans.  Regularized Alliance staff planning, educational programs, the 
execution of periodic training and exercise programs, and the encour-
agement of national modernization programs are intended to produce 
compatible and interoperable military forces. They also build trust 
among the members and can lessen free-riding behavior in the event 
the organization deploys forces. Finally, the organization’s deployable 
elements can become the command and control structures in oper-
ational theaters. Member state force contributions fall in under, and 
integrate into, these command and control structures. In general, 
NATO’s structural elements would support the operational activities 
of multinational coalitions like ISAF. When learning occurs in confl ict, 
they could generate strategic-level changes and adaptations that sup-
port operational-level actions and changes.

Structural attributes in coalitions like ISAF would include decision 
and planning bodies embedded in both the headquarters and sub-
ordinate commands. Their primary purpose would be to prepare for, 
plan, conduct, and evaluate operations. They would publish campaign 
plans that identify the coalition’s operational missions and objectives. 
The plans could also be revised if the coalition concludes that its activ-
ities are not having the desired operational effect. That is, campaign 
plans can change if the coalition has the capacity to learn and sub-
sequently adjust what it is doing. Coalitions like ISAF could also estab-
lish common operating procedures and incorporate training programs 
and exercises to prepare for operational missions and to build trust and 
increase interoperability; these would contribute to building opera-
tional cohesion.

The abstract attributes of organizational capacity are strategic cul-
ture, the ability to learn, and experience operating together; they are 
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10 CHAPTER 1

linked to the concrete attributes. Strategic culture refers to beliefs 
about the use of force and frames how the organization sees the world 
and sees itself. As such, the beliefs or norms that the organization and 
its members share prescribe when and how military force can be used. 
For NATO, they also prescribe the Alliance’s geographic range of 
action. They are articulated in the organization’s strategy documents 
and campaign plans. Strategic culture is not static—it can change as the 
strategic environment shifts and as members’ conceptions about what 
constitutes the legitimate use of force evolve—but it can be diffi cult. 
NATO’s strategic culture during the Cold War encompassed a defen-
sive strategic concept oriented on deterring conventional or nuclear 
war. Geographically, Alliance activity would occur only within the ter-
ritory of the member nations. The collapse of the Soviet Union and 
the emergence of new security threats opened a debate on NATO’s 
purpose and whether it should operate out-of-area. This debate was 
ongoing, even as the Alliance’s strategic culture evolved and NATO 
undertook a wide range of new missions (peace support, stabilization, 
and humanitarian) and incrementally shifted from operations on the 
periphery of member territory to global operations.

Military and security organizations operate in a dynamic environ-
ment. To retain their value for their members, they must have the abil-
ity to learn and to recognize when they are in a new situation or when 
they face unprecedented problems. Organizational learning requires a 
level of self-refl ection and open-mindedness since it requires members 
to acknowledge that their beliefs about the appropriate way to resolve 
a problem or achieve an objective are wrong. Learning during confl ict 
may also be incremental due to the reciprocal nature of war.  Learning 
is a cyclical process. I rely on a defi nition proposed by Richard Downie, 
who argued learning is “a process by which an organization uses new 
knowledge or understanding gained from experience or study to 
adjust institutional norms, doctrine and procedures in ways designed 
to minimize previous gaps in performance and maximize future suc-
cesses.”13 For NATO and coalitions like ISAF, learning could occur as 
the Alliance and coalition recognize that the character of the confl ict 
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has changed or that operational activities are not achieving the desired 
effect. Learning could result in new or adapted plans and activities and 
as such would be refl ected in revised strategies and campaign plans; 
organizational structures; resources; operational missions, operating 
procedures, and ways of fi ghting; doctrine; and education, training, and 
exercise programs.

Experience operating together in multinational missions can increase 
a coalition’s effectiveness since the member states’ military forces are 
more likely to become interoperable over time. This is because they 
establish common operational procedures, overcome language barri-
ers, and develop a measure of trust in each other. In addition, successful 
action by an organization (demonstrated capacity) can generate more 
impetus for its use in other situations. For example, NATO seemed to 
demonstrate in the 1990s that it had the combat power and expertise 
to deal with the confl icts in the Balkans, particularly the challenges 
associated with complex peace operations. This prior experience was 
a factor in the Alliance’s deliberations about whether and how to get 
involved in Afghanistan.

The two drivers identifi ed above are linked. Political will is critical 
initially since this driver dictates operational action. Political will can be 
weak but it can be sustained by organizational capacity. Organizational 
capacity can either enhance or undermine political will and thus coali-
tion cohesion depending on whether it facilitates or hinders change and 
adaptation. If the operational coalition can learn (recognize that the 
character of the confl ict has changed or identify that its campaign plan 
is not achieving the objectives) and subsequently has the capacity to 
adapt in such areas as organizational structures, operating procedures, 
or military missions, it is more likely to sustain political will and thus 
cohesion in the face of potentially destructive fraying forces. ISAF’s 
case represents a bottom-up situation. The multinational operational 
adaptations helped sustain strategic-level political will and commit-
ment at both the national and NATO levels. As such, ISAF’s capacity 
to adapt generated and sustained cohesion which ensured the coalition 
did not fracture under the pressure of the multiple fraying forces.
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The Genesis of NATO

Alliances and coalitions are generated and exist within the conditions 
of a given strategic environment. Furthermore, dramatic shifts in the 
strategic environment can be the precipitating agents for change within 
military organizations, especially if they possess the capacity to learn 
and adapt. This means alliances and coalitions can change signifi cantly 
over time. In the case here, not only did NATO undergo incremental 
changes after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, but it seems this 
has been NATO’s character since its foundation in 1949. The NATO 
of the early days of the Cold War looked nothing like the NATO at 
the end of the Cold War. Similarly, the NATO of 1989 was substan-
tially different from the NATO that became involved in Afghanistan. 
More important, the changes that occurred in the 1990s—which led to 
NATO actually undertaking military action for the fi rst time in its his-
tory and shifting the type of activities it was prepared to undertake—
laid important foundations that were relevant for Afghanistan and for 
ISAF. Therefore, to explain NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan it is 
necessary to look back in time.

After Hitler’s Third Reich was defeated and World War II ended in 
Europe in May 1945, there was no allied plan for a continuing military 
alliance. As a consequence, the United States ended the lend-lease pro-
gram and the allies executed rapid troop drawdowns and demobiliza-
tions.14 Within a year of Germany’s surrender, American armed forces 
deployed in Europe decreased from 3,100,000 to 391,000,  British forces 
decreased from 1,321,000 to 488,000, and Canadian forces decreased 
from 299,000 to zero.15

However, several negative political, economic, and military develop-
ments between 1945 and 1948 brought Europe close to collapse.16 
They included the need to deal with tens of millions of refugees and 
displaced persons.17 This was exacerbated by severe food shortages and 
a dollar crisis that undermined the effort to rebuild nations devastated 
by war. Soviet subversion of politics in occupied Eastern Europe was 
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followed by what the West perceived as aggressive Soviet behavior: 
the Prague coup d’état, Communist infl uence in the Italian elections, 
pressure on Norway to conclude a nonaggression pact, and the Berlin 
blockade.18 This signifi cant shift in the strategic environment led to 
the creation of the Marshall Plan, the provision of new US grants and 
loans, and negotiations among the Western allies to create a new secu-
rity pact. Western European leaders not only felt militarily, socially, 
and politically threatened by the Soviet Union—they feared for the 
very survival of their nations given their ongoing economic diffi cul-
ties. They concluded that the only way to stop Soviet expansion and 
ensure their nations’ political stability was an alliance that guaranteed 
US assistance.19

After months of negotiation complicated by US Senate concerns 
about constitutional obstacles to automatic military commitments, 
the North Atlantic Treaty was signed in Washington, DC, on April 4, 
1949.20 The initial members were the United States, Canada, and 
ten European countries: Belgium, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, 
 Luxembourg, Norway, the Netherlands, Portugal, and the United 
Kingdom. (Greece, Turkey, and West Germany joined in the 1950s, 
Spain in 1982.) The treaty was more than a military pact. It established 
a community of nations that shared “principles of democracy, individ-
ual liberty and the rule of law” and it identifi ed a broad aspiration to 
safeguard the community’s “freedom, common heritage and civilisa-
tion.” To do this, the various articles of the treaty articulated military, 
economic, political, and social objectives.21

There was initially little permanent substance to the Alliance. Its 
operating principle consisted of periodic meetings by foreign and 
defense ministers in various national capitals and the establishment of 
several planning bodies. The fi rst formal meeting of what came to be 
known as the North Atlantic Council occurred in Washington, DC, on 
September 17, 1949.22 The overwhelming threat posed by the Soviet 
Union shaped the development of NATO’s strategic culture as a defen-
sive alliance and meant the allies initially focused on the treaty’s mil-
itary purpose.23 While the Council approved a strategy and strategic 
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concept called forward defense, implementation of supporting defensive 
plans was slow and uncoordinated.24

The slow pace of NATO meetings and planning changed when 
the strategic environment abruptly shifted in 1950. After announc-
ing the establishment of the communist German Democratic Republic, 
the Soviet Union tested an atomic weapon; Mao Zedong established 
the communist People’s Republic of China; and then North Korea 
invaded the South.25 As a consequence, the United States decided to 
signifi cantly increase military aid to help the allies build up their mil-
itary forces and to deploy additional ground forces and thousands of 
nuclear weapons on Western European soil.26 These events led to a 
new strategic concept: forward defense and massive retaliation.27 They also 
led to a shift in political will as the allies agreed to make major political 
and military organizational changes.

The military changes occurred fi rst. The Alliance created a perma-
nent, integrated structure with two strategic military commands. Allied 
Command Europe was activated in April 1951. It was commanded by the 
Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) who was supported by 
a new headquarters located in France, the Supreme  Headquarters Allied 
Powers Europe (SHAPE). Allied Command Atlantic was activated in 
April 1952. Both commands had several permanently operating subor-
dinate commands. The political changes included the creation of the 
secretary general position and an inter national staff located in Paris in 
1952.28 These changes meant the Alliance acquired permanent consul-
tation, decision, planning, and command capabilities and arguably gave 
it the capacity to engage in both conventional and nuclear warfare. 
The allies signaled the importance they gave to NATO’s purpose when 
heads of state and government began chairing North  Atlantic Council 
meetings in 1957.29

A second period of major organizational and strategy changes 
occurred in the 1960s. In 1966, French president Charles de Gaulle took 
France out of the integrated military command structure and ordered 
the removal of all NATO military forces from French territory. Within 
the next year, SHAPE moved from Rocquencourt, France, to Mons, 
 Belgium. Other NATO elements and US military installations left 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   14H7580-Hanagan.indb   14 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



SETTING THE STAGE 15

France for new sites, primarily in West Germany. The secretary general 
and his staff moved to a new NATO headquarters established in Brus-
sels,  Belgium, in 1967.30 Other organizational changes included the cre-
ation of a small multinational operational force called the ACE Mobile 
Force.31 In response to Soviet naval activity in the  Mediterranean, 
the allies created the Maritime Air Force Mediterranean command in 
Naples.32 In general, the Alliance continually worked to improve its 
capacity to plan for and conduct operations. It instituted annual pro-
gram reviews to monitor the development of national military forces. 
To improve interoperability, it created educational establishments and 
began multinational training exercises. The NATO Defense College 
was established in 1951; initially located in Paris, it moved to Rome 
in 1966. The NATO (SHAPE) School at Oberammergau, Germany, 
was established in 1953.33 The fi rst combined training maneuvers were 
held in fall 1951.34 The exercise program expanded rapidly and in 1953 
approximately one hundred training exercises were held throughout 
the NATO area. They ranged from command post exercises at SHAPE 
headquarters to multinational maneuvers by air, land, and sea forces.35

All of the changes were oriented toward strengthening the Alliance’s 
deterrence and defensive capabilities. But at the same time, the Alliance 
expanded its strategic approach. When the fl exible response concept was 
adopted in 1967, the North Atlantic Council also adopted the recom-
mendation of the Harmel Report to encourage détente with the Soviet 
Union. This was mainly due to a divergence in member threat percep-
tions as tensions relaxed and relations normalized between Western 
Europe on the one hand and Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union on 
the other.36 NATO accommodated this divergence by balancing defense 
with détente. Over the course of the 1970s and 1980s, the  Alliance 
endeavored to normalize relations with the Warsaw Pact countries via 
political dialogue focused on confi dence-building measures as well as 
arms control, disarmament, and balanced force reductions.37

Overall, the Alliance seemed to demonstrate it was a learning 
organization. It proceeded deliberately in creating relevant political 
and military structures as the strategic environment changed and it 
was fl exible enough to reform or disband subsidiary bodies when it 
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needed to do so. NATO’s character was one of constant evolution via 
new organizational bodies and new strategies to create a credible and 
interoperable military capability. The efforts were not always success-
ful and members did not always fulfi ll their commitments. However, 
the transparency involved in processes like the annual program review 
allowed the organization and its members to identify weaknesses and 
seek remedies.38 The ability to adapt meant the organization retained 
its value for its members, which infl uenced their national will to main-
tain their political and military commitments. This commitment was 
tested by periodic domestic political opposition and periodic crises.39 
But the deft diplomatic skills of successive secretaries general helped 
the organization to weather diffi cult periods such as the Suez Canal 
crisis, the French withdrawal from the integrated military command 
structure, the Greek-Turkish confl icts over Cyprus, and disagreements 
over burden-sharing and nuclear policy.40 Shared interests and the con-
sultation, decision, and planning bodies assisted the Alliance in sustain-
ing cohesion during the Cold War.

The Alliance’s one consistent attribute during the Cold War was a 
strategic culture which identifi ed a clear adversary and against which 
it was prepared to conduct defensive conventional and nuclear opera-
tions. Thanks to enduring member commitment and a credible deter-
rent threat, NATO was never called to use military force during its fi rst 
four decades. This changed after 1989. Fortunately, the long-standing 
habits of consultation and cooperation, the solid organizational capaci-
ties refl ected in the military command structures and the planning bod-
ies, and the cultural familiarity developed through education, training, 
and exercise programs gave the Alliance the ability to survive and adapt 
in the post-Cold War environment. Its responses to the challenges of 
the 1990s also laid the foundation for its involvement in Afghanistan.

New Strategic Security Environment

To the surprise of many, the Cold War ended peacefully. Furthermore, 
between 1988 and 1991, a cascading series of events completely changed 
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the landscape of Europe. The initial impetus for what developed into 
sweeping strategic changes was the economic crisis in the Soviet Union 
and Warsaw Pact countries. President Mikhail Gorbachev’s actions to 
revitalize the Soviet Union had unintended consequences which spi-
raled out of his control, particularly when he made it clear Moscow 
would not intervene in Eastern Europe.41 He effectively overturned the 
Brezhnev doctrine that called for the use of force to prevent  Eastern 
Bloc countries from making economic or political reforms.42

NATO leaders recognized that Gorbachev was a different kind of 
Soviet leader and that his domestic and foreign policy initiatives cre-
ated an unprecedented strategic opportunity. For example, he withdrew 
military forces from Afghanistan, took a dramatic step in arms control 
negotiations by signing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) 
treaty in December 1987, and unilaterally reduced the size of the Soviet 
armed forces by half a million men. His cuts in defense expenditures 
were part of a broader effort to overhaul the Soviet Union’s moribund 
economy.43 But even as late as spring 1989, when the communist world 
in Europe was on the cusp of dramatic change, NATO leaders were 
hedging their bets, calculating that Gorbachev’s reforms would be lim-
ited, that the USSR would retain substantial conventional and nuclear 
capabilities, and that therefore the bipolar nuclear standoff would con-
tinue.44 They could not conceive that Gorbachev’s initiatives would 
lead to political changes throughout central, eastern, and southeastern 
Europe which would subsequently overturn the security environment.

They miscalculated. Europe’s political landscape transformed in 
1989 as Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, 
and Romania successively adopted political pluralism as a result of 
democratic elections, the collapse of the communist regimes, or an 
outright coup d’état. The result was a wholesale rejection of com-
munism and a movement toward market economies.45 These events 
were accompanied by extensive migration to the West when Hungary 
opened its borders in September. The opening of the East German 
border and the Berlin Wall followed in November, at which point the 
Iron  Curtain effectively dissolved.46 The long-standing goal of German 
 reunifi cation was achieved in under a year.47 The Soviet Union itself 
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began to  disintegrate in March 1990 when Lithuania declared its inde-
pendence. The other Baltic countries followed with their own inde-
pendence declarations in 1991. That year, almost every other Soviet 
republic declared its sovereignty. At the end of 1991, the Soviet Union 
itself dissolved when Gorbachev stepped down.48 The Warsaw Pact 
military alliance disintegrated in 1991.49

By 1992, the guiding impetus for the existence of NATO had dis-
appeared. Although the Alliance was not a player in the momentous 
political events between 1989 and 1991, it had not remained static. 
It constantly evaluated the security implications of the changing land-
scape. These included fears of the rise of nationalism and the re emer-
gence of confl ict in the transitioning and newly independent countries 
due to ethnic grievances or border disagreements. Some feared either 
political instability or internal crisis within the USSR or even the 
USSR’s revitalization.50 There were also concerns over nuclear weapon 
proliferation within the area of the Soviet Union.51 As a consequence, 
the Alliance held fi ve summit conferences between May 1988 and 
November 1991 as it grappled with its role going forward.

The May 1988 Brussels Summit recognized Gorbachev’s policy 
changes but it maintained the status quo because of the “steady growth 
of Soviet military capabilities.” The allies reaffi rmed the strategy of 
deterrence and defense, as well as the détente and arms control pol-
icies.52 The May 1989 Summit in Brussels reaffi rmed the military 
strategy, but the allies advanced arms control efforts by proposing sig-
nifi cant reductions in conventional forces via the Treaty on Conven-
tional Armed Forces in Europe.53 However, the underlying context of 
both summit declarations was the continuing Cold War and a percep-
tion of “us versus them.” NATO’s strategic culture endured as an alli-
ance balanced against the Warsaw Pact. This context changed by the 
end of the year.

President George H. W. Bush and President Gorbachev announced 
the end of the Cold War after their summit in Malta on December 3, 
1989. In their fi rst face-to-face meeting, they stated they had no inten-
tion of fi ghting each other and agreed to undertake big reductions in 
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military forces.54 The subsequent communiqué issued by the NATO 
secretary general announced that Europe was on the threshold of a 
new era. It no longer referred to two opposing alliances, but rather 
stated that NATO would seize the opportunity to facilitate and pro-
mote democratic reform in the East and thus fulfi ll the vision of an 
undivided Europe. While it again affi rmed the deterrence and defense 
strategy, it justifi ed the strategy as a “guarantor for peace” in an envi-
ronment of “change and uncertainty.”55

The NATO Summit in London in July 1990 marked a major shift 
for the Alliance. Because East and West were no longer adversaries, the 
allies agreed to move away from forward defense, where appropriate, 
and modify fl exible response in order to refl ect a reduced reliance on 
nuclear weapons. The allies also agreed to reduce the readiness levels 
of active forces and scale back training and exercises. They decided 
to restructure the active forces, to fi eld smaller, more mobile, but 
also multinational forces that could be moved to crisis regions within 
NATO territory.56 These decisions moved the multinational integra-
tion of the military structure from major headquarters down into oper-
ational units. These changes laid the foundations for an organizational 
capacity (deployable, multinational units) that would prove useful in 
the Balkans and Afghanistan.

The decision to build more mobile and versatile forces refl ected the 
new security concern: instability from political transition or ethnic and 
territorial disputes. At the time, they were not intended to deploy out-
of-area because some member nations still insisted that NATO forces 
should be used only within NATO territory.

The out-of-area issue had been a long-standing one.57 The debate 
had a real-world impact in August 1990 when Iraq’s president, Saddam 
Hussein, invaded Kuwait. The United States led the creation of an ad 
hoc multinational coalition—under UN mandate, because NATO was 
not allowed to operate outside member territory, primarily because of 
French objections.58 However, the Alliance played a supporting role. 
It sent AWACS (airborne warning and control system) aircraft to 
Turkey to monitor the border region.59 Council representatives gave 
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their political support to the US-led coalition and warned Iraq not to 
violate Turkey’s territorial integrity. The allies logistically supported 
the deployment and transit of American and European forces. They 
deployed the air component of the ACE Mobile Force and air defense 
assets, including Patriot batteries, to Turkey. Additionally, twelve 
members contributed ground, air, and naval forces to the coalition.60 In 
effect, NATO took a very small step toward conducting conventional 
military operations out-of-area.

The next NATO summit in Rome in November 1991 continued the 
Alliance’s organizational adaptation. The allies unveiled a new strategic 
concept: dialogue, cooperation, and defense. The concept built on the 1990 
London Declaration, integrated the political and military elements of 
Alliance policy, and took a broad approach to security promotion in the 
new European landscape.61

The allies created a virtue out of necessity. In a security environment 
where military challenges could range from conventional confl ict with 
a resurgent Russia to the spillover of small-scale civil confl icts, terror-
ism, weapons of mass destruction proliferation, and humanitarian cri-
ses, NATO opted to emphasize mobility and fl exibility from a smaller 
pool of multinational military forces. The forces would be trained and 
prepared to conduct a variety of missions, some of which were new, 
ranging from collective defense to crisis management, peacekeeping, 
and humanitarian assistance.62

NATO has always been more than a military security pact. It has a 
political and social vision, as well as military and nonmilitary objec-
tives. However, the nonmilitary side of NATO was relatively invisible 
during the Cold War. This nonmilitary side became much more visible 
after 1989. In effect, the end of the Cold War, the transformation of 
the European political landscape, and the new security challenges pro-
vided an opening for the Alliance. Member nations maintained their 
overall goal of preserving stability and peace on the continent but the 
Alliance changed what it did to achieve this goal. In particular, NATO’s 
political dimension expanded as it endeavored to achieve an ambitious 
vision of a Europe whole and free. Ultimately, NATO actions followed 
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two broad tracks in the 1990s in response to two distinct security chal-
lenges: the post-communist transition and war in the Balkans. Both 
tracks were oriented toward achieving security and fulfi lling the vision. 
Both tracks also converged.

NATO’s Response to Transitioning 

Post-Communist Countries

With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact, the 
 Alliance took its fi rst steps in operating out-of-area as it undertook a 
mission to “project stability” in central and eastern Europe. Over time, 
its relations with the post-communist countries focused on supporting 
their political transition, creating new structures to ensure East-West 
cooperation, and encouraging and assisting defense reform, civil-
ian control of the military, and arms control. In general, the Alliance 
established an extensive range of contacts with all of the transitioning 
countries, to include Russia, that facilitated mutual understanding and 
reduced historic suspicions. It also gradually moved the transitioning 
countries toward interoperability with NATO military forces.

The deepening relations were accompanied by pressure from many 
of the democratizing countries for NATO membership. In 1991, 
instability in the Soviet Union and confl ict in Yugoslavia raised con-
cerns in central and eastern Europe about a potential wave of refu-
gees from the unraveling Soviet Union or a spillover of violence from 
the dis integrating Yugoslavia.63 However, the allies were not ready for 
the political repercussions of enlarging the Alliance toward the east. 
Moreover, the defense establishments of the aspirant countries were 
incompatible with NATO.

Instead, the Alliance moved toward a structure that institutionalized 
regular consultations with the democratizing countries. In October 
1991, the US secretary of state, James Baker, and the German foreign 
minister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, proposed the creation of the North 
Atlantic Cooperation Council as a forum for East and West to discuss 
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political and military issues.64 The forum was established at the Rome 
Summit in November 1991.65

Within two weeks of the fi rst Cooperation Council meeting at 
which nine central and eastern European countries joined the body, 
the Soviet Union dissolved. Alliance leaders agreed that membership 
should be extended to the newly sovereign states.66 By June 1992, 
twelve more countries joined the body.67

Consultations initially focused on residual Cold War issues such 
as the withdrawal of Russian troops from eastern Europe. However, 
in 1992, as confl ict in Yugoslavia spread to Bosnia-Herzegovina, the 
Cooperation Council discussed peacekeeping. In December 1992, the 
Council agreed members would share peacekeeping experiences and 
possibly train together.68 In June 1993, the members agreed to actu-
ally engage in peacekeeping operations together under the auspices of 
the United Nations or the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe.69 However, the Cooperation Council was not the right struc-
ture to facilitate the military integration required for NATO and part-
ner nations to operate together.

The introduction of the Partnership for Peace program met this 
need. Adopted at the NATO Summit in Brussels in January 1994, 
it complemented the continuing operation of the North Atlantic 
 Cooperation Council.70 All of the partner nations were invited to join 
(it was also open to other countries). Besides providing a mechanism for 
developing convergent and cooperative military capabilities, Partner-
ship for Peace was purposefully focused on strengthening the ability 
of all nations to undertake multinational operations—in particular, 
peacekeeping, humanitarian, and search-and-rescue operations.71

Participation in Partnership for Peace included specifi c require-
ments of partner nations. These included the inculcation of democratic 
principles and respect for human rights, civilian control of the military, 
and transparent defense processes. They also had to develop military 
forces able to operate with NATO, participate in peacekeeping and 
humanitarian operations, and actively involve themselves in joint plan-
ning, training, and exercises with NATO.72 The program was a con-
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crete way to ensure partners were producers as well as consumers of 
security. It was so popular that thirty nations had joined it by 2006.73

The Partnership for Peace exercise program was robust. From 
three exercises in 1994, the allies and partners held eighty exercises in 
1996.74 The level of military integration was such that partner nations 
were prepared to contribute military forces to NATO’s fi rst peace 
support operations in its history. Partner nations deployed forces to 
Bosnia-Herzegovina and participated in both the 60,000-man Imple-
mentation Force, activated in December 1995, and the subsequent 
31,000-man Stabilization Force, activated in December 1996.75

As partner capacities improved, the North Atlantic Cooperation 
Council was replaced by the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council in 
1997. Open to all Euro-Atlantic countries, it deepened the NATO- 
partner relationships by opening consultation to a wider range of secu-
rity issues and giving partners more decision-making power. By the 
end of the 1990s, it became the forum in which allies and partners 
coordinated the continuing Stabilization Force mission and developed 
a common approach to the Kosovo crisis.76

The Alliance eventually decided to admit new members. Between 
1999 and 2009, twelve of the post-communist countries joined 
NATO.77 Their participation in Partnership for Peace, the North 
Atlantic  Cooperation Council, and the Euro-Atlantic Partnership 
Council meant that when they joined they were immediately ready to 
participate in multinational operations, if they had not already done 
so. However, the road to the use of military force in the Balkans and 
Afghanistan, as well as the Alliance’s engagement in entirely new forms 
of warfare, was not an easy one.

NATO’s Response to War in the Balkans

War in Yugoslavia developed and spread in stages, beginning when 
both Slovenia and Croatia declared independence on June 25, 1991. 
The confl ict in Slovenia was over almost before it started. After only 
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ten days, the Yugoslav government accepted peace mediations by the 
European Community. A cease-fi re began on July 7.78 Croatia was dif-
ferent. Fighting between Croatian and Yugoslav federal military forces 
(the JNA) erupted as the JNA withdrew from Slovenia in July.  Fighting 
was bitter. By the time a UN-brokered cease-fi re was announced in 
December 1991, Serb irregular forces and the JNA had occupied a 
third of Croatian territory. As the UN Protection Force began deploy-
ing into Croatia to monitor the cease-fi re in March 1992, war broke out 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina following its declaration of independence on 
March 6.79 The UN Protection Force mission expanded into  Bosnia in 
September 1992 and the United Nations added the mission to protect 
six safe areas (Srebrenica, Sarajevo, Ž epa, Tuzla, Goraž de, and Bihać) 
in spring 1993.80

NATO was not initially engaged in Yugoslavia because the member 
nations did not ask it to get involved. Alliance leaders did not see NATO 
as the solution for all the problems in the new European security land-
scape. This was refl ected in their support for the creation of confl ict 
prevention and crisis management mechanisms in the United Nations 
and the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe and their 
support for the development of a European Community/European 
Union security and defense capability.81 Furthermore, the European 
Community stepped forward to help negotiate an end to the confl icts. 
European confi dence was refl ected in a statement by Luxem bourg’s 
foreign minister, Jacques Poos: “The hour of Europe has dawned.”82 
He added, “If one problem can be solved by the Europeans it is the 
Yugoslav problem. This is a European country and it is not up to the 
Americans. It is not up to anyone else.”83 The United States supported 
Europe’s role. It was not interested in getting involved in Yugoslavia, 
as demonstrated in then secretary of state James Baker’s famous quote: 
“We don’t have a dog in this fi ght.”84

However, mediation efforts were fruitless and violence escalated in 
Bosnia. Western media reporting of extensive ethnic cleansing and 
death camps increased the pressure for the international community 
to act.85 Since neither the United Nations nor other bodies had the 
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military capabilities required to deal with the confl ict, NATO very 
slowly became involved in 1992 as its members reached consensus on 
operating militarily out-of-area.86 It launched three missions: using 
warships to monitor compliance with the UN arms embargo in the 
Adriatic, employing AWACS aircraft to monitor the UN no-fl y zone 
over Bosnia, and then actually enforcing the arms embargo (over the 
seven months of the mission, NATO warships challenged 12,000 ships, 
inspected 176 of them, and detected nine violators).87

NATO’s military activity expanded in 1993 and again in 1994 after 
the North Atlantic Council agreed to actually enforce the no-fl y zone 
over Bosnia and then offered airpower to support the UN Protection 
Force’s mission to protect safe areas in Bosnia.88 The United Nations 
accepted its airpower offer, which ultimately led to NATO’s fi rst con-
ventional combat operations in its history. On February 28, 1994, two 
NATO F-16 aircraft shot down four Bosnian Serb fi ghter-bombers 
that were violating the no-fl y zone near Banja Luka. Over the rest of 
the year, NATO engaged in limited air strikes (called pinpricks by 
some) against a variety of targets.89

The next year, after repeated Bosnian Serb violations of safe areas, 
the massacre at Srebrenica, and a mortar attack on a marketplace in 
Sarajevo, the allies undertook a major air campaign called Operation 
Deliberate Force. Over ten days, September 5–14, 1995, allies fl ew 
3,400 sorties with 750 attack missions.90 This NATO show of strength 
in Bosnia, combined with an independent effort in Croatia by the 
Croatian army to retake territory occupied by Serbs, induced a shift 
in Serbian president Slobodan Milošević’s war aims that changed the 
dynamics of the confl ict. This enabled the successful conclusion of a 
peace agreement after years of effort.91

After the warring parties signed the Dayton Peace Accord in Paris in 
December 1995, the UN Protection Force mission ended and NATO 
deployed ground forces out-of-area for the fi rst time in its history. The 
60,000-man Implementation Force, operating under a one-year UN 
mandate, was also NATO’s fi rst peace support operation. All of the 
allies, sixteen nations, and eighteen partners contributed forces.92 As 
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the mission’s end date approached, the allies and partners agreed to 
extend the military presence in Bosnia since the security provided by 
the forces was essential for continued progress on the civil side.93 The 
31,000-man Stabilization Force (sixteen allies and twenty-two part-
ners) was activated in December 1996. It operated for eight years until 
the Alliance turned the mission over to the European Union.94

For the Alliance’s peace support mission in Bosnia, the military forces 
were distributed into three multinational task forces. Thus NATO’s 
fi rst operational employment of land forces was in a purely multi-
national formation.95 The command’s headquarters element rotated 
every six months. This NATO mission was part of a larger interna-
tional effort in Bosnia. The Dayton Peace Accord identifi ed three lines 
of effort—military, civil, and political—which were mutually support-
ing and interdependent. To facilitate coordination among the military, 
governmental, and nongovernmental agencies involved in the coun-
try, the Implementation and Stabilization Force commanders created 
a  civil-military coordination working group to synchronize activities.96 
Due to shortfalls in resources on the civil side, the NATO forces ended 
up undertaking a wide range of nonmilitary activities (humanitarian 
assistance, election support, reconstruction, and support to police 
reform) in addition to their specifi ed military tasks.97 At the strategic 
level, SHAPE supported the mission by creating a program to train 
troops in civil-military coordination skills. It also drafted policy and 
doctrine on civil-military coordination to ensure a proper level of mil-
itary involvement in civilian tasks.98

The resolution of the Bosnia confl ict did not end war in the  Balkans. 
The next confl ict area was Serbia and its province of Kosovo. The deep 
roots of the confl ict were tied to tensions between Muslim Kosovar 
Albanians and Orthodox Serbs. Yugoslav federal forces were deployed 
to Kosovo fi ve times between 1945 and 1990 to quell civil disturbances 
before Yugoslavia disintegrated.99 By 1991, Serbian political appoin-
tees controlled the executive and administrative institutions in Kosovo 
and 6,000 Serbian police maintained a fragile calm.100 But in 1996 
the Kosovo Liberation Army began an armed insurrection targeting 
Serbian police, supposed Albanian collaborators, and Serbian civil-
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ians. Kosovo Liberation Army violence escalated in 1997 and 1998. In 
response, the Serbian army and police launched what were essentially 
scorched-earth counterinsurgency operations in May and September. 
By late 1998, some 200,000 Kosovar Albanians were displaced within 
the province and 98,000 had fl ed the region.101 International diplomatic 
efforts to stop the fi ghting in 1998 and 1999 were unsuccessful, ulti-
mately leading to a North Atlantic Council decision to intervene.102

The NATO air campaign to force Serbia to withdraw police and 
military forces from Kosovo began on March 24, 1999, and continued 
for seventy-eight days until June 10.103 Preparation for the operation 
had begun long in advance. The NATO ministerial meeting held in 
May 1998 tasked military authorities to begin planning for a range of 
contingencies.104 At the June ministerial meeting, the allies directed the 
military authorities to conduct air exercises in Albania and  Macedonia 
to demonstrate NATO’s ability to project power rapidly into the 
region and they expanded the range of possible military contingency 
missions.105 These two ministerial meetings identifi ed why NATO was 
concerned about Kosovo: allies feared the violence and instability could 
jeopardize the peace agreement in Bosnia, the confl ict could spill over 
into Albania and Macedonia, and humanitarian problems involving ref-
ugees and displaced persons could balloon.106

The extensive advance planning efforts meant NATO military 
forces were ready to act rapidly when negotiations broke down in 
March 1999.107 Operation Allied Force was the largest conventional 
operation on European soil since World War II. Some 912 aircraft and 
more than thirty-fi ve ships (from which cruise missiles were launched) 
participated in the campaign that involved 37,465 sorties with 14,006 
attack missions.108 The air campaign lasted longer than NATO had 
anticipated, for allied leaders had wrongly expected Milošević to crum-
ble rapidly. But it was ultimately successful in forcing Serbia to meet 
international demands.109

Recognizing the need to stabilize the shattered province while a 
durable political settlement was sought, the North Atlantic Council 
authorized the second peace support mission in NATO’s history. The 
Kosovo Force deployed into Kosovo on June 12, 1999.110 Operating 
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under a UN mandate, it included 50,000 troops from all nineteen allies 
and twenty partners.111 Once again, the forces were distributed into 
multinational task forces and the headquarters element rotated every 
six months.112 Since there was no longer any functioning local govern-
ment in the province, the United Nations created the Interim Adminis-
tration Mission in Kosovo to execute civil, political, and reconstruction 
activities. The Kosovo Force commander established a civil-military 
working group to coordinate and synchronize the military, political, 
and economic lines of effort. As had occurred in  Bosnia, due to short-
falls in resources on the civil side, the Kosovo Force ended up under-
taking a wide range of nonmilitary activities (humanitarian assistance, 
medical services, policing duties, reconstruction, and election support) 
as well as its military tasks.113

In general, throughout the decade, NATO demonstrated it was a 
learning organization, although adaptation was often incremental and 
reluctant. It recognized it was in a new strategic environment and it 
grappled with the best way to respond. The Alliance’s strategic culture 
signifi cantly changed when its members reached consensus on operat-
ing out-of-area. It not only employed force for the fi rst time in its his-
tory, albeit very incrementally and only after it became evident other 
international bodies were not capable of dealing with the confl icts in 
Bosnia and Kosovo, it also adopted new military missions and created 
new bodies (such as the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council) and new 
programs (Partnership for Peace) as it slowly got to grips with the char-
acter of the emerging security challenges. With each air, naval, and 
ground mission, the Alliance gained experience in deploying multi-
national military formations and developed the habit of integrating 
partners. The various NATO leaders also gathered lessons learned and 
updated doctrine, education, and exercise programs as they sought to 
improve what the Alliance did and how it performed. NATO’s experi-
ence in the democratizing countries and the Balkans would prove rele-
vant in Afghanistan.
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September 2001–July 2003: 

NATO Absence

As the twenty-fi rst century dawned, NATO had settled into conduct-
ing peace operations in the Balkans. No one would have predicted the 
Alliance would soon be leading a large, multinational coalition in a 
shattered country deep in the heart of Central Asia. The 1990s had 
seen a number of fi rsts for NATO: fi rst use of military force in conven-
tional combat operations, fi rst out-of-area interventions, and a shift to 
entirely new activities, including peace and humanitarian operations. 
But the organization and its member nations were not prepared for 
the sudden shift in the strategic security environment caused by the 
attack of a nonstate actor against the most powerful state in the inter-
national system.

The attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, by al-Qaeda, 
the militant Islamist organization led by Osama bin Laden, took almost 
everyone by surprise. It was also a prime manifestation of the dan-
gers posed by the combination of transnational terrorist groups, failed 
states, and ungoverned spaces, for the interests of Afghanistan’s Taliban 
government converged suffi ciently with al-Qaeda’s to give this Islamic 
jihadist movement a base from which to launch terrorist attacks around 
the world.

NATO’s initial response to the attacks was another fi rst. Alliance 
members invoked Article 5 (an attack against one member is an attack 
against all) for the fi rst time in history. Ironically, the members rallied 
to the aid of the United States, when for more than fi fty years they had 
expected it would be the United States who would come to their aid. 
NATO’s activities in the Balkans had laid the groundwork for even-
tual operations in Afghanistan. But this did not lead automatically, or 
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easily, to the organization’s involvement in Afghanistan after the ini-
tial statement of solidarity. As with the Balkans in the 1990s, NATO’s 
involvement in Afghanistan was incremental and occurred only after 
signifi cant shifts in political will and strategic culture.

NATO’s strategic culture did not initially encompass fi ghting a 
transnational Islamic terrorist movement and did not envision the 
 Alliance operating thousands of miles outside NATO territory. In 
addition, there was no political will on the part of the members to uti-
lize the Alliance against either the Taliban government or al-Qaeda 
and the Alliance lacked the capacity to deploy and sustain coalition 
forces in a distant theater of operations. As NATO grappled with its 
role in the new security environment, the two drivers identifi ed in the 
analytical framework began to change, which ultimately led to NATO 
assuming command of an adaptive multinational coalition. However, 
NATO’s strategic evolution was gradual. It was also often halfhearted, 
contradictory, and ineffectual.

A Shattered State and Terrorist Sanctuary

Afghanistan in 2001 was politically, economically, and socially shat-
tered far beyond what Kosovo had been. This, along with its austere 
environment—a high mountainous desert with scattered and iso-
lated fertile valleys—and geographic remoteness made it a particular 
challenge for international intervention. Before the 1978 communist 
coup, it had been self-suffi cient in food production and had under-
gone halting political, social, and economic development.114 However, 
more than twenty years of war, between 1979 and 2001, destroyed 
much of that progress. In addition, the wars and associated massive ref-
ugee  population movements damaged the traditional tribal authority 
structures. This opened a power vacuum into which the Taliban and 
al-Qaeda moved.115

Afghanistan’s destruction occurred in two phases. It began with the 
Soviet Union’s invasion in December 1979. At the war’s height, 115,000 
Soviet troops occupied the country. This Soviet-Afghan war was waged 
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primarily in rural areas where the Russians executed a methodical strat-
egy to depopulate the countryside and destroy rural infrastructure.116 
By the end of the occupation in February 1989, Afghanistan was awash 
in abandoned Soviet military equipment, from small arms and ammu-
nition to rockets and heavy weapons such as tanks, artillery, and Scud 
missiles.117 The country was also fl ooded with land mines. According to 
the United Nations, between fi ve million and seven million mines were 
scattered across the country by 1989.118

The various muj ahedin movements that had formed to resist the 
Soviet occupation turned against each other in 1992 when the govern-
ment led by President Mohammed Najibullah collapsed after Soviet 
sponsorship ended. The Afghan civil war in the 1990s completed the 
destruction begun by the Soviets as cities became the new primary 
battle fi elds between rival groups vying for power. Kabul, in particular, 
which had survived intact in the 1980s, was practically destroyed.119 In 
effect, the “rubblization” policy of the Soviets was duplicated in the cit-
ies. A new actor joined the confl ict in 1994 when the Taliban, a Pashtun 
phenomenon, emerged. (The word Taliban comes from talib, “student” 
in Arabic, as the movement began among students in madrassas, or 
Islamic religious schools.) The civil war never entirely ended, even 
though the Taliban movement consolidated power over much of the 
country by 1996, since it was still fi ghting Ahmed Shah Massoud’s 
Northern Alliance forces in the Panjshir Valley in summer 2001.120

By September 2001, Afghanistan was a shattered state.121 It was inter-
nationally isolated (only Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 
Emirates formally recognized the Taliban government) and it depended 
on international humanitarian assistance.122 The Taliban  government 
did not act like a conventional government. It did not rebuild tradi-
tional state political, economic, and security institutions—in fact the 
leader, Mullah Muhammad Omar, remained largely isolated and inter-
acted with only a small circle of advisers in Kandahar. Ministries in the 
capital, Kabul, were excluded from decision-making processes.123

The fractured nature of the Taliban’s failed state served the interests 
of al-Qaeda, which moved into the country in 1996.124 The lack of gov-
ernance structures and the ongoing confl ict gave al-Qaeda freedom to 
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maneuver. It reinvigorated the jihadist training infrastructure that had 
endured since the 1980s. Al-Qaeda trained, according to estimates, tens 
of thousands of jihadists between 1996 and 2001 and continued world-
wide terrorist attacks with no interference.125 In addition, it made itself 
useful to the Taliban government by contributing money and troops 
(Arab fi ghters) and supporting it in its fi ght against the  Northern 
Alliance.126

Both the Taliban movement, which emerged from radical Pash-
tun ma drassas in Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan, and al-Qaeda 
were founded on similar ideologies. They draw on ultraconservative 
 Wahhabist, Muslim Brotherhood, and Deobandist interpretations of 
Islam.127 Both are Salafi st and takfi ri movements. Salafi  movements, in 
general, are dedicated to purifying Islam and Islamic society.128 Takfi ris 
hold that Muslims whose beliefs are different from theirs are heretics 
and thus infi dels. They advocate violent jihad to fi ght all infi dels, to 
overturn apostate Muslim states and establish pure Islamic regimes, 
and to reinstate the Caliphate, or Islamic empire.129 Al-Qaeda saw itself 
as the vanguard of an Islamic movement that was fi ghting to create a 
new world order based on this Caliphate and which would eventually 
defeat the West.130 The Taliban considered Afghanistan to be an emir-
ate in this new order.131

Over time, through such activities as intermarriage, charities, and 
funding networks, plus imposition of order through dispute settle-
ments, al-Qaeda embedded itself into tribal authority structures and 
the Pashtun social and geographic terrain.132 This terrain included 
areas in both Afghanistan and Pakistan, as Pashtun tribal areas spill 
over both sides of the Durand Line (a boundary between Afghanistan 
and Pakistan drawn by the British colonial government in 1893 but 
which the Afghan government has never recognized as its international 
border with Pakistan).133 This cross-border al-Qaeda sanctuary was like 
a natural fortress due to the austere conditions of the high mountain 
area, reinforced by the Pashtun social code of Pas htunwali. Pashtunwali 
shapes Pashtun identity, culture, and social organization. Based on the 
concepts of hospitality (melmastia), honor (nang), revenge (badal ), man-
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hood (meranah), bravery (tureh), the right of asylum (nanawati), and the 
defense of the honor of women (namus), it was the cultural basis for 
the safe haven provided to al-Qaeda (and the Taliban) both before and 
after September 2001.134 As a consequence, the Taliban and al-Qaeda 
were linked by ideology, shared networks, and ties of marriage and 
blood within Pashtunwali.

Geography and ideology, the endurance of radical madrassas which 
continued to turn out talibs in the 2000s, the deeply embedded logis-
tical, training, and funding networks that crossed the Afghan-Pakistan 
border (and which overlapped with criminal networks), and Pashtunwali 
created a complex mix that infl uenced the character of the confl ict after 
2001. These complicated religious, social, cultural, political, and eco-
nomic factors were often unappreciated, or underappreciated, by the 
international coalition, but they had implications for coalition strategy. 
As the international community came to grips with the interconnected 
dimensions of the confl ict, the coalition strategy slowly expanded. 
International intervention needed a spark, however, and that spark was 
the attacks of September 11, 2001.

New Strategic Environment: The West Goes to War

According to one scholar of al-Qaeda, its attacks in New York and 
Washington, DC, were intended “to cripple the economic, military 
and political power of the United States and critically weaken its capac-
ity for retaliation.”135 They had the opposite effect, since one of the 
fi rst results was the rallying of NATO around the United States. On 
September 12, the North Atlantic Council invoked Article 5, which 
triggered the Alliance’s mutual defense guarantee.136 Similarly, the 
Australian government invoked the mutual defense guarantee of the 
Australian-US security alliance.137 Also on that day, the UN  Security 
Council, via UN Security Council Resolution 1368, declared a 
response by the United States would be legitimate under the terms 
of the UN Charter. This led to a declaration of solidarity from the 
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European Union (EU).138 It was followed by a call for regime change 
in Afghanistan.139 The declarations had political and military signifi -
cance, since they indicated the United States had the political backing 
of a large number of allies to form an antiterror coalition. It also meant 
al-Qaeda and the Taliban would not just face a US response. NATO’s 
Article 5 activation turned into concrete actions on October 4 when 
the United States requested eight specifi c individual and collective 
actions.140 However, none of the actions involved military operations 
in Afghanistan. Instead, they supported US-led action in Afghanistan 
and the wider war on terrorism.

NATO did not undertake action in Afghanistan because its mem-
bers did not ask it to do so. The organization was not prepared for such 
an unexpected strategic challenge and, in effect, strategic-level drivers 
blocked the generation of a decision for action due to factors related 
to organizational capacity which resulted in an absence of political will. 
The main inhibitor was strategic culture—that is, the Alliance’s secu-
rity role as conceived by its members and its beliefs about the use of 
force (when, how, and where it could employ military forces), as articu-
lated in the Alliance’s strategic documents. In short, it was not a global 
security organization and the conduct of such an unusual antiterror 
and regime-change mission was outside the parameters of what was 
considered legitimate military activity. Although the 1991 and 1999 
strategic concepts had mentioned “acts of terrorism” as risks in the 
evolving security environment, this was not translated into military 
activities within the context of the Alliance.141 Before September 11, 
fi ghting transnational terrorism was not something that NATO’s mem-
bers thought the organization should do. Before 2001, therefore, the 
Alliance’s military planning bodies had not developed any contingency 
plans to deal with problems like al-Qaeda and the Taliban government. 
Existing NATO operational plans also did not envision an unusual 
campaign like the one waged in fall 2001: the use of several hundred 
covert agents and special operations forces to coordinate a bombing 
campaign and to organize more than 20,000 indigenous forces to fi ght 
against the Taliban and al-Qaeda.
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Furthermore, no member besides the United States had the means 
to deploy combat forces thousands of miles from NATO territory 
and logistically sustain them for a prolonged time. The United States 
possessed the vast majority of the necessary strategic assets: airlift, 
refuel ing, strategic bombing, intelligence, secure communications, and 
precision munitions. The US government had no interest in allowing 
its allies to constrain operational decisions through political conditions 
tied to military contributions.142 This lack of strategic-level organiza-
tional capacity infl uenced the US position, but domestic politics also 
infl uenced it. The Bush administration wanted quick action and an 
unprecedented form of combat action. The Alliance could not have 
planned and executed such an innovative operation fast enough to suit 
Washington.143 Leading an ad hoc coalition maximized the US free-
dom to maneuver.

Indeed, if the United States had asked NATO to lead the international 
military response, the organization would probably have declined due 
to the objection of allies like France. (France’s subsequent resistance to 
NATO taking over the International Security Assistance Force and 
the merger of Operation Enduring Freedom and ISAF substantiates 
this assumption.) In many ways, the situation was similar to 1990 and  
Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait. The Alliance could not meet the imme-
diate requirements of the new security environment. In recognition 
of this fact, according to the US permanent representative to NATO, 
Ambassador Nicholas Burns, the United States asked NATO for actions 
and contributions that made best use of its existing capabilities.144

Just as they had at the end of the Cold War, national governments 
and NATO had to grapple with how to respond to the changed security 
environment. Their public statements refl ected the uncertain nature of 
the time. While the allies and the Euro-Atlantic Partnership  Council 
partners repeatedly pledged to work together, the NATO secretary 
general qualifi ed their support by adding that “members shall respond 
commensurate with their judgment and resources.”145 In particular, 
members’ positions on the use of force ranged widely and changed 
over time. For example, in mid-September, the Italian defense minister 
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initially ruled out contributing any military troops to a response to the 
terrorist attacks but later stated Italy might contribute special forces 
to a NATO response. The German president and chancellor made 
opposing statements—the president doubted German troops would be 
involved in a military response while the chancellor refused to rule it 
out. The French government pledged its solidarity but also warned 
against a disproportionate military response. Spain pledged its full sup-
port with no reservations.146 The initial reluctance of some European 
countries to contribute air, ground, and naval forces disappeared by 
October as policy positions converged and the European Union legiti-
mized regime change at its summit in Ghent.

The Bush administration did not turn to NATO partly because its 
conception of the confl ict was broader than just a military effort in 
Afghanistan. It described the confl ict as a fi ght against global networks 
of Islamic terrorist groups, led by al-Qaeda, and stated the United 
States would use all its resources to fi ght them: diplomatic, intelli-
gence, fi nancial, law enforcement, and military. It also saw the confl ict 
as the world’s fi ght, which is why the president called on every nation 
to join it. While administration offi cials welcomed NATO’s solidarity, 
it anticipated that the war on terrorism would be fought by several 
kinds of coalitions.147

The allies indicated their support for this US position several times. 
This suggested all members were more comfortable coordinating mili-
tary contributions on a bilateral basis, since it increased their room for 
maneuver, but it also refl ected an unspoken agreement that NATO did 
not have the organizational capacity to undertake immediate  military 
action in a country so far from continental Europe. It also coincided 
with the consensus of the time that out-of-area for NATO meant 
regions peripheral to Alliance territory.

Just as in 1990–91 in Kuwait, while NATO did not lead action in 
Afghanistan, it supported it, as did the allies and partners. For example, 
countries in Central Asia joined their fellow Euro-Atlantic Partnership 
Council members in condemning the 9/11 attacks and they pledged 
their support in defeating terrorism. They subsequently opened their 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   36H7580-Hanagan.indb   36 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



SEPTEMBER 2001–JULY 2003: NATO ABSENCE  37

airspace to the coalition by granting blanket overfl ight clearances and 
three of them approved Central Command’s (CENTCOM) request to 
establish critical airbases in Manas, Kyrgyzstan; Dushanbe,  Taji kistan; 
and Karshi-Khanabad, Uzbekistan.148 As Operation Enduring  Freedom 
began on October 7 with targeted bombing raids and the delivery of 
humanitarian assistance by US and British forces, the other allies reaf-
fi rmed their support. Some, such as Canada, France, Germany, and 
Italy, pledged to contribute military forces in the coming days and 
weeks.149 In early November, the French president, Jacques Chirac, 
acknowledged that 2,000 French troops were already involved in oper-
ations and his prime minister told the French National Assembly that 
the country was ready to do more. Germany’s chancellor, Gerhard 
Schroeder, announced Germany would mobilize 3,900 specialized 
troops.150 The fi rst military “boots on the ground” were special forces 
from the United States and the United Kingdom in October. They 
were joined by New Zealand in November and Canada, Australia, 
 Germany, Denmark, and France in December.151 European allies took 
the new security challenge seriously. They ultimately provided ground, 
air, and naval support to operations in Afghanistan, including special 
forces, combat and support troops, combat and refueling aircraft, stra-
tegic airlift, and a variety of naval assets, such as frigates, resupply ships, 
and aircraft carrier battle groups.152

Thus, while initially including only American and British forces, 
the coalition quickly expanded after October 2001. General Tommy 
Franks, the CENTCOM commander, briefed the president, defense 
secretary, and chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on his plan for 
Afghanistan on September 20. An integral part of his plan for what 
became known as Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) was building a 
military coalition whose core was the NATO allies. During the brief, 
he stated, “America’s NATO partners, as well as Australia, were already 
lining up to contribute forces and logistical support to a coalition.”153

However, the contributions were accompanied by a delicate political-
military negotiation process. The negotiation process went something 
like this: Ally said, “I want to contribute.” CENTCOM staff responded, 
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“What do you want to contribute?” Ally replied, “What do you want?” 
CENTCOM, “What have you got?” Since the allied armed forces rep-
resentatives (liaison offi cers) did not want to put their entire military on 
the table, they would then describe the ground, air, or naval assets their 
governments had indicated they were willing to contribute and the staff 
offi cers from the two sides then worked to fi gure out where they could 
best be integrated.154 Unfortunately, the acceptance and integration of 
coalition forces was frequently not communicated within the contrib-
uting nation’s government. In his memoir, former undersecretary of 
defense for policy Douglas Feith described the complaints the Bush 
administration received, both publicly and through diplomatic chan-
nels, from senior government ministers about alleged CENTCOM 
nonresponsiveness to offers, which fed into an inaccurate perception 
of American unilateralism. He said they eventually unraveled the mys-
tery: “The messages often weren’t fl owing clearly or quickly enough 
from those [liaison] offi cers to the civilian leaders of their own defense 
ministries—and those offi cials, in turn, sometimes failed to inform 
their colleagues in their foreign ministry and prime minister’s offi ce.” 
The administration resolved the communications problem by devising 
procedures to deliver acceptance and coordination messages to allies 
and partners through Defense Department, State Department, and 
National Security Council channels.155

By February 2002, twenty-fi ve nations were contributing forces to 
military activities in Afghanistan, including sixteen of the nineteen 
NATO members.156 Operation Anaconda in March 2002, OEF’s larg-
est ground combat operation thus far and the fi rst major multinational 
operation, was conducted by more than 2,000 coalition troops from 
eight nations (Australia, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Norway, 
the United Kingdom, and the United States). Supported by Afghan 
militia forces, they killed, wounded, or captured hundreds of al-Qaeda 
and Taliban forces who had concentrated in the Shahi Kowt Valley in 
Paktia Province.157 By April 2002, it seemed the allies and partners had 
stepped up to the plate and were bearing an equal share of the opera-
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tional burden. Of the 11,000 forces in OEF and ISAF, about 6,000 were 
from allies and the rest from the United States.158

With participation came national caveats. For example, Belgium 
contributed strategic airlift (C-130 aircraft) but only for the delivery 
of humanitarian assistance.159 The coordination of national contri-
butions under the terms of various national caveats made everything 
more complex. It also required new structures and processes, such as 
the “coalition village” at CENTCOM headquarters where allied and 
partner liaison teams worked together with the CENTCOM staff.160 
Similar multinational coordination structures and processes were even-
tually created in the ISAF headquarters to facilitate the integration of 
diverse national contributions.

International military contributions were only one component of 
an effort that remained focused on keeping Afghanistan from revert-
ing back to a safe haven for transnational Islamic terrorist groups.161 
This objective was more complex than it at fi rst appeared. It meant 
the international community had to help create a resilient Afghan state 
capable of preventing the reconquest of the country by insurgents and 
terrorists.

This in turn required a strategy with three mutually supporting lines 
of effort in security, governance, and economic development (echoing 
NATO efforts in the Balkans).162 Security was the immediate priority, 
but over the long term, governance and economic development were 
more important. Initially, the military coalition was faced with defeat-
ing the Taliban government, the al-Qaeda terrorists, and the insurgent 
coalition that formed after the Taliban government collapsed, while it 
rebuilt Afghan security forces (military and police) which were expected 
to progressively take over the fi ght. In principle, increasing security 
would underpin the rebuilding of functioning state institutions, as well 
as provide space for economic development. The three domains would 
reinforce each other. For example, functioning governance structures 
and capable security forces would increase the government’s stability 
and legitimacy, while a functioning national economy would provide 
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the revenue for a self-suffi cient state, all of which would protect the 
country from again becoming a failed state and a terrorist sanctuary. 
However, executing a complex strategy with multiple lines of effort 
over a long time horizon is extremely diffi cult, if not impossible, as the 
coalitions found in Afghanistan.

In practice, the OEF coalition became involved in all three lines of 
effort (as ISAF did later) since the confl ict never ended, nonmilitary 
international efforts were often slow to start and develop, and gover-
nance and economic development could not wait until after security 
was established.163 Specifi c elements of the strategy evolved over time. 
For example, the forms of coalition warfare expanded as the character 
of the confl ict changed. Its implementation was often under resourced, 
uncoordinated, and ad hoc. The situation was further complicated 
by the fact that Afghan institution-building was slow and corruption 
 ridden, which undermined Afghan citizens’ faith in their government. 
These weaknesses provided the opportunity for an insurgent coalition 
to form and for the confl ict to continue.

The strategy’s three lines of effort relied on the creation of sev-
eral civilian and military multinational coalitions, initially based on 
a lead nation-lead entity concept.164 They also refl ected the recogni-
tion that the diverse civilian and military efforts were all linked—they 
depended on each other for long-term success. Under American lead-
ership, annual international coordination meetings began in November 
2001.165 Different nations and international organizations volunteered 
to take responsibility for various efforts. The United Nations took the 
lead for the political transition process after the Taliban government 
collapsed and assisted Afghan representatives in establishing a transi-
tional government and a road map for creating a representative gov-
ernment in the Afghan Bonn Agreement in early December 2001.166 
The United States took the lead for creating and training a new Afghan 
army. Germany took up police training, the United Kingdom took 
the counternarcotics mission, and Italy took up judicial reform. Japan 
funded the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) 
program, which was a UN effort executed under the auspices of its 
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Afghanistan New Beginnings Program.167 However, no single nation or 
organization took the lead for reconstruction and economic develop-
ment. This signifi cant weakness seriously undermined the overall 
strategy. Individual nations and organizations, like the World Bank, 
United Nations, and Asia Development Bank, pledged funds (which 
were often slow to be committed) or volunteered for specifi c projects. 
This meant the reconstruction efforts were uncoordinated and slow 
to develop. At times they even confl icted with each other. Even after 
the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan was created in March 2002 
by UN Security Council Resolution 1401, it did not become the cen-
tral coordination point for all economic development, reconstruction, 
and humanitarian activities. Some initiatives were eventually taken 
up by ISAF (police and counternarcotics) which further complicated 
the situation because the Afghan government was forced to deal with 
confl icting groups of offi cials from NATO, contributing nations, and 
international organizations.

In the meantime, OEF’s campaign plan for military operations 
relied on a light footprint. Military planners at CENTCOM kept his-
torical and religious lessons in mind as they built the plan and adjusted 
it over time. They did not want to repeat the mistakes of the  British 
in the nineteenth century or the Russians in the 1980s. They did not 
want to be perceived as an occupation force or as infi del invaders neces-
sitating Afghan resistance for religious reasons.168 The coalition also 
did not want to create a relationship of dependency.169 Furthermore, 
as US attention turned to Iraq in early 2003, there was pressure on 
CENTCOM to avoid overcommitting resources to OEF. In effect, 
OEF became an economy-of-force mission for the US government.170 
This concern to keep troop levels low contributed to the creation of a 
security vacuum that Taliban insurgents exploited.

CENTCOM and OEF commanders and planners benefi ted from 
the fact that violence levels were relatively low for a few years, facil-
itating the coalition’s transition in military operations. They adapted 
to what they thought was the winding down of the confl ict. By early 
2002, OEF forces began stabilization and reconstruction efforts in 
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 conjunction with combat operations. US military leaders had not ini-
tially envisioned conducting any nation-building tasks as they built 
the OEF campaign plan in fall 2001, but after Operation Anaconda 
they substantially changed OEF’s activities. By mid-2002, OEF was 
engaged in three lines of effort: security operations, stability and recon-
struction operations, and training.171 All of these activities were eventu-
ally subsumed into ISAF.

The security operations dealt with Taliban and al-Qaeda rem-
nants.172 In general, OEF forces conducted pursuit operations, cor-
don and search operations, and raids to capture or destroy remaining 
pockets of militants. They destroyed training camps and seized and 
destroyed arms caches. Many of these multinational operations were 
small efforts with a limited number of forces, but others were quite 
large, such as Operation Anaconda in March 2002.173 Overall, these 
operations could be considered strategic failures, since coalition forces 
rarely engaged directly with organized enemy elements for several years 
after spring 2002 and they never completely eliminated the militants. 
The operations were not counterinsurgency efforts, since there was 
not a perception that an active insurgency existed and military forces 
did not permanently secure the population. Instead, coalition forces 
launched their operations from bases at Bagram, Kandahar, and a hand-
ful of small forward operating bases in southeastern  Afghanistan and 
returned to the bases when operations were complete.174 The resulting 
lack of physical control of the Afghan countryside contributed to the 
security vacuum.

Humanitarian assistance activities were integrated with security 
operations. For example, during Operation Village Search in  October 
2002, civil affairs teams assessed medical conditions and identifi ed 
potential reconstruction projects.175 Furthermore, since ISAF’s initial 
mandate was limited to Kabul and international reconstruction and 
economic development pledges were frequently slow to be honored, 
the OEF commander created a new element to jump-start civil, eco-
nomic, and reconstruction activities in the provinces.176 This effort 
surpassed the civil-military coordination efforts in the Balkans. The 
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Combined Joint Civil-Military Operations Task Force did far more 
than coordinate humanitarian, governance, and economic develop-
ment activities among governmental and nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). It also managed coalition humanitarian liaison cells in 
ten cities throughout Afghanistan which directly provided assistance 
on the ground. These popular six-man cells were successful at provid-
ing “quick impact” assistance in 2002, especially in unsecured areas 
where NGOs did not operate but where Afghan needs for develop-
ment, reconstruction, and humanitarian assistance were massive. Much 
more needed to be done, and faster. So the humanitarian liaison cells 
inspired the creation of the provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs), an 
innovative structure that fully merged the civil and military efforts.177

While the idea for PRTs began germinating in spring 2002, the 
concept was not fl eshed out or proposed to then president Hamid 
 Karzai’s government until the fall. After the transitional govern-
ment’s approval, the OEF command element, Combined Joint Task 
 Force-180, established three American-led pilot PRTs in 2003 in 
 Gardez ( January), Bamiyan (March), and Kunduz (April). The other 
members of the coalition were encouraged to participate in the effort. 
As a consequence, in July the United Kingdom established a fourth 
PRT in Mazar-e-Sharif.178 New Zealand’s government decided to take 
over the Bamiyan PRT.179

The PRTs were intended to make the reconstruction effort more 
effective by combining representatives from the lead nation’s defense, 
foreign, and aid agencies into one focused team. Team size varied 
depending on the local security conditions, but in general it ranged 
from seventy to one hundred personnel, of which the vast majority 
(sixty to eighty) were military forces who provided force protection 
and support services to the rest of the PRT. The teams worked directly 
with local Afghans to coordinate the humanitarian, governance, and 
reconstruction projects that were most needed in their areas. Since 
representatives from the Afghan transitional government (such as agri-
culture and education ministries) were included in the coordination 
chain, the PRTs were also intended to extend the reach of the new 
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government and enhance its legitimacy.180 For the OEF coalition, the 
PRTs represented the beginning of the offi cial transition away from 
combat operations and toward stability operations.181

The training of the new Afghan security forces (ANSF)—army and 
police—began as part of the expansion of coalition efforts into stabil-
ity operations. The training efforts were meant to strengthen the new 
government by building its capability to provide security within the 
country. As leader of the police training effort, Germany refurbished 
the police academy in Kabul and began a comprehensive fi ve-year pro-
gram in mid-2002 that concentrated on traditional law enforcement 
training for the new Afghan National Police. CENTCOM created the 
Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan to undertake the army 
training effort.182

The Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan got to work in an 
on-the-fl y manner necessitated by the CENTCOM commander’s desire 
to quickly build capable indigenous security forces so that the OEF 
coalition could withdraw quickly. According to Lieutenant  Colonel 
Mark Holler, who worked in the OEF headquarters at the time, the coa-
lition was optimistic it could quickly build suffi cient Afghan National 
Army forces, rapidly turn everything over to the Afghans, and then 
leave. He described their state of mind in an interview for this book, 
“We’re going to keep the environment secure long enough for the 
Afghan system of government to kick in through the loya jirga process 
. . . and we’re going to start the [army] out on a good footing.” He added 
that the US forces were so convinced they would not be in the country 
very long they did not build any permanent headquarters or billeting 
infrastructure for themselves. The OEF command was literally a tent 
city in Bagram.183 The OEF coalition was in such a hurry that the fi rst 
set of Afghan army recruits reported for their ten-week training in May 
2002 before funds and resources were in place. Coalition forces began 
training while the Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan was 
fi nalizing negotiations with the interim government to use the Kabul 
Military Training Center as the basic training facility. To further com-
plicate matters, the trainers graduated the fi rst three Afghan army bat-
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talions (between July and October) while leaders in ISAF and OEF 
were still negotiating with the Afghan government over the size and 
shape of the new Afghan National Army. It was not until December 
that Karzai approved the plan to build a 70,000-man army.184

The training effort was further complicated by the existence of the 
Afghan Military Forces, the collective term for the mujahedin, Afghan 
armed forces, and armed groups who had fought with the coalition to 
remove the Taliban government. The Bonn Agreement declared these 
groups would come under the control of the interim authority and 
that they would “be reorganized according to the requirements of the 
new Afghan security and armed forces.”185 The idea was that some of 
the offi cers and soldiers would be integrated into the Afghan National 
Army and the rest demobilized. However, the Japanese-funded DDR 
program did not get off the ground until April 2003, many of the troops 
were unsuitable for the new Afghan National Army, and many of the 
armed groups proved more loyal to their local leaders and provincial 
governors (often called warlords) than to the central government.186 
Furthermore, elements of the Afghan Military Forces continued to 
operate with the coalition in 2002 and 2003 because of the slow growth 
of the Afghan National Army and the pressure to include Afghan units 
in security operations.187

The Afghan National Army development plan was hugely ambi-
tious. The coalition in effect committed itself to building a national 
armed force from the ground up. The plan envisioned creating both 
combat and support units (with their necessary equipment), the bases 
and infrastructure required for the training programs as well as the 
operational units, a small air force, and a fully functioning defense 
ministry and general staff.188 Coalition members involved in the effort 
included the British who took over noncommissioned offi cer (NCO) 
training, the French who took over offi cer training, and the Bulgarian, 
Mongolian, and Romanian armies who agreed to provide specialized 
training on Soviet-designed weapons and equipment. By fall 2002, the 
commander of the Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan real-
ized his staff was too small for the mission. He convinced his higher 
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headquarters, Combined Joint Task Force-180, to create a new sub- 
organization, Combined Joint Task Force Phoenix, which stood up in 
June 2003 to manage the army training program (see appendix 1). It 
was built upon a US infantry brigade comprised of about a thousand 
conventional soldiers who took over the training mission from the spe-
cial forces. Since the basic training only imparted rudimentary skills, 
Combined Joint Task Force Phoenix created embedded training teams 
(ETTs) who accompanied the new Afghan battalions after graduation 
and provided collective training and mentoring to them.189

As the OEF coalition undertook humanitarian, reconstruction, and 
training missions, its leaders believed it was entering a phase of the 
campaign where combat operations were tailing off while stability oper-
ations increased. However, the perception that the confl ict was largely 
over in 2002–03 was premature. The unconventional campaign fought 
in fall 2001 was spectacularly successful and it killed thousands of 
 Tali ban and al-Qaeda fi ghters. But it did not result in a decisive defeat 
of either movement. Even though the Taliban government collapsed 
more quickly than expected, the key leaders of both movements and 
many fi ghters fl ed to Pakistan’s cities and autonomous regions, where 
they found sanctuary.190 For several years, the Taliban and al-Qaeda 
primarily focused on regrouping and establishing control of regions 
within Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas. The endur-
ing Pashtun tribal, Taliban, and al-Qaeda networks were resuscitated, 
new insurgent fi ghters were recruited from the radical madrassas, and 
 Pashtunwali provided the cultural foundation for both the reconstitu-
tion efforts and the safe haven.191

By mid-2002, Taliban leaders had established a base in Quetta and 
they constituted the Quetta Shura Taliban, a leadership council under 
Mullah Omar.192 This organization was different from Taliban rule in 
Afghanistan as three regional shuras were established under the council 
in Quetta, Peshawar, and Miram Shah. Together they led and coor-
dinated a loose coalition of former and new Taliban members and 
groups sympathetic to the Taliban (the new movement was sometimes 
called the neo-Taliban). Groups that affi liated themselves with the 
Quetta Shura Taliban included Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hizb-i-Islami 
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 Gulbuddin and Jalaluddin Haqqani’s Haqqani Network. Altogether 
they formed a loose coalition that continued to rely on al-Qaeda for 
mass appeal, funding, resources, and training.193 Some fi ghters from 
these groups infi ltrated into Afghanistan to conduct attacks. They were 
joined by militants hiding in Afghanistan.

Militant activity throughout 2002 and 2003 was limited, which 
meant violence levels remained relatively low. Afghanistan was still 
far from peaceful, however. Ongoing violence included sporadic use 
of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and car bombs; assassinations 
of Afghan offi cials and attacks against Afghan civilians and aid work-
ers; sporadic rocket, artillery, and mortar attacks on Afghan and coali-
tion compounds throughout the country; and some limited organized 
attacks by militants, such as ambushes.194 The level and frequency of 
violence slowly increased during the two years.195

Given the disparate violence, OEF’s security operations seemed 
appropriate, although the heavy-handed nature of some search-and- 
destroy and raid techniques undermined support for the coalition 
among Pashtun communities who already resented their loss of polit-
ical power in the new government. This made them ripe for exploita-
tion by the emerging insurgent coalition which had undertaken a new 
campaign in Afghanistan.196 The goal of the insurgent campaign was to 
challenge the authority of the new Afghan government and to counter 
its state-building efforts. Ultimately the reconstituted Taliban move-
ment wanted to force the international coalition to withdraw and then 
to reestablish an Islamic emirate.197 Phase I of the campaign began in 
late 2002. Phase II began in 2004 and phase III in 2006.198 With this 
incremental insurgent strategy, the character of the confl ict slowly 
started to change, just as NATO was adapting.

NATO Starts to Adapt and Gets 

Involved in Afghanistan

A shift in NATO’s strategic culture was the fi rst and most substantial 
adaptation. The change began as OEF got under way and ISAF was 
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established. The realization that modern civilization gives extremist 
terrorist organizations potentially enormous destructive power, par-
ticularly groups like al-Qaeda that overtly sought weapons of mass 
destruction, changed Alliance member perceptions about NATO’s pur-
pose going forward.199 By December 2001, allied foreign and defense 
ministers started thinking about how NATO needed to change and 
what it should do to combat terrorism. Specifi cally, military authorities 
were tasked to develop a military concept for defense against terrorism 
by the Prague Summit scheduled for November 2002.200

A further impetus for the shift in strategic culture was the recog-
nition that Europe already had experience with jihadists. Al-Qaeda’s 
sanctuary in Afghanistan had facilitated attacks in Europe. From the 
early 1990s, al-Qaeda had established relationships with thirty terrorist 
groups worldwide. It inspired and assisted them both directly and indi-
rectly. Beginning in the 1990s, Islamic radicals in these affi liated groups 
opened a second front in their war against apostate Muslim regimes by 
attacking the United States and its allies. They perceived they could 
not force change in their home countries without directly challenging 
Western nations.201 Europe was attacked repeatedly. For example, the 
al-Qaeda-affi liated Algerian jihadist Groupe Islamique Armé hijacked 
an Air France fl ight in December 1994, intending to crash it into the 
Eiffel Tower. It was stopped while the plane was refueling in  Marseille, 
but three passengers were killed. In 1995, the Groupe Islamique 
Armé waged a four-month bombing campaign against the Paris metro 
 system—eight people died and 200 were wounded. Scores of terror-
ist bombing plans were foiled, such as the attempts by the al-Qaeda- 
affi liated Groupe Salafi ste pour la Prédication et le Combat to bomb 
the Strasbourg Christmas market (December 2000), the US embassy 
in Paris, the US consulate in Marseille, a munitions depot in Belgium 
( July 2001), and the US embassy in Rome (February 2002). Other foiled 
plots linked to the Groupe Islamique Armé included plans to bomb an 
Antwerp synagogue and the Kleine Brogel military base in Belgium 
(September 2001), the Strasbourg cathedral (November 2002), and the 
Russian embassy in Paris (December 2002). Attacks against Europeans 
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abroad included the April 2002 bombing of an ancient synagogue in 
Tunisia with nineteen killed, the May 2002 bombing of French naval 
engineers in Karachi, Pakistan, with fourteen dead, and the October 
2002 bombing of the French oil tanker Limburg off the coast of Yemen 
in which one person died. As European police and security services 
arrested jihadists in the aftermath of 9/11 they discovered extensive 
terrorist networks all over Europe.202 These networks were linked to 
the al-Qaeda sanctuaries in Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Protecting Europe therefore meant eliminating the sanctuary in 
Afghanistan. This led to the objective of building a resilient Afghan 
state—which meant nation-building. Stabilization and reconstruc-
tion missions, like those that NATO had undertaken in the Balkans, 
would need to be repeated on a much larger scale in Afghanistan. While 
President Bush noted in his memoir that he changed his mind about 
nation-building after 9/11, his administration was not interested in lead-
ing these types of missions. So it supported the Afghan proposal from 
the Bonn Agreement for the establishment of a UN-authorized interna-
tional security force led by someone else.203 Discussions within NATO 
and at national political levels about a possible peace operations role 
started shortly after 9/11 as the Alliance grappled with its place in the 
new security environment. In November 2001, some Alliance members 
proposed that NATO provide security to peacekeepers in  Afghanistan. 
But others, such as France, disagreed and the proposal died.204  Turkey 
had indicated in fall 2001 that it was willing to lead some sort of 
post-confl ict peace operation, but the collapse of the Taliban govern-
ment occurred faster than expected and Turkey could not react quickly 
enough to take the lead of the newly authorized International Security 
Assistance Force in December 2001.205 However, the United Kingdom 
could, so it volunteered to lead the fi rst rotation.206 ISAF’s mandate was 
limited to assisting the newly created Afghan interim administration in 
establishing security in Kabul and facilitating reconstruction efforts.207

The United Kingdom originally volunteered to lead ISAF for only 
three months.208 But it extended its command for an additional three 
months because the negotiations for Turkey to take over as the next lead 
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nation were more diffi cult than expected. Turkey required funding and 
assistance with strategic airlift, logistics, and communications, which 
the United States eventually agreed to provide. Therefore, the change 
of command did not occur until June 2002.209 Negotiations for the next 
lead nation began immediately, with Germany and the Netherlands 
agreeing to jointly lead ISAF III.210 Turkey was required to extend its 
rotation by two months due to demands by German and Dutch trade 
unions for security guarantees for the troops, which slowed down the 
negotiations. The United States ultimately agreed to guarantee the 
safe withdrawal of German and Dutch troops in the event of an emer-
gency evacuation.211 Elements of the 1 (German /Netherlands) Corps 
deployed to Kabul and comprised the core of the ISAF III headquarters 
from February to August 2003.

Each of the fi rst three ISAF rotations was multinational. The force 
numbered about 4,500 in ISAF I and increased to about 5,000 in ISAF II 
and III.212 ISAF activities consisted primarily of patrolling, helping to 
train new Afghan security forces, and participating in humanitarian 
and reconstruction projects. The ISAF force itself had three compo-
nents (see appendix 1): a headquarters element, a multinational brigade 
(which engaged in day-to-day patrols and civil-military efforts), and 
an airport task force (which initiated the rehabilitation of the Kabul 
International Airport).213 Given the wide variation in national troop 
contributions—from a few (Austria, Iceland, and Ireland) to thousands 
(Canada, Germany, Poland, and the United Kingdom)—the bur-
den-sharing was widely disproportionate. In effect, some nations did 
little more than grant political legitimacy by their presence.

While recognizing continuing violence, coalition members thought 
the confl ict was largely over because the “large-scale fi ghting” was 
over.214 A senior British commander in Afghanistan said al-Qaeda and 
the Taliban no longer posed a great threat in May 2002 and predicted 
OEF’s offensive operations would end within weeks because “they’re 
not showing a predisposition to reorganize and regroup to mount 
offensive operations against us.”215 The perception endured over the 
next year. The US defense secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, went as far 
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as declaring that major combat operations were over during a visit to 
Afghanistan in May 2003, adding that “the bulk of this country today 
is permissive, it’s secure.”216 According to one Western journalist, “For 
around eighteen months it was possible to travel anywhere without 
concern for anything other than the appalling state of the roads.”217 
The light footprint of OEF and ISAF (with combined troop levels in 
mid-2003 at 17,000) seemed to be justifi ed by a security environment 
where most of the violence occurred in the south and southeast of 
the country.

Even with relatively minimal violence, the existence of a security 
vacuum was recognized as a problem. The Karzai government, the UN 
secretary general, and various NGOs asked that ISAF’s mandate be 
expanded outside Kabul and the number of peacekeepers increased. 
Despite repeated requests from the interim government, the contrib-
uting nations refused.218 Turkey in particular agreed to assume leader-
ship of ISAF II on the condition that the mandate was not expanded 
beyond Kabul. Its resistance was partly due to concerns about cost, 
but also partly because it feared a backlash if its soldiers killed fellow 
Muslims.219 The United States kept the debate alive when the Bush 
administration announced a policy shift in September 2002 and stated 
it supported expanding ISAF’s mandate.220 However, the proposal was 
initially resisted. The EU’s envoy to Afghanistan, Francesc Vendrell, 
asserted that expanding ISAF outside Kabul was “virtually impossi-
ble at the moment” because European governments lacked  necessary 
resources.221 The issue of the mandate continued to percolate for 
another year until fall 2003. It took time for national policy positions 
to converge on such a signifi cant change.

Furthermore, despite the relatively low violence levels and the per-
ception that the confl ict was over, the international effort to iden-
tify successive lead nations for ISAF was painful. Nations were not 
eagerly lining up to command a rotation. Negotiations were also 
time  consuming and took longer than expected for the Turkish and 
 Germany-Netherlands rotations. The successive change in lead nation 
for ISAF I through III was also ineffi cient, since each new lead nation 
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had to start from scratch: learning the nuances of a fairly complex sit-
uation and executing a diffi cult deployment and logistics effort to set 
up a completely new headquarters with new equipment.222  According 
to Colonel Phil Evans, who witnessed fi rsthand the negotiation pro-
cess from his position in NATO, “It became really, really hard. It 
became really messy.” He added that as a consequence, key national 
governments and the NATO and UN secretaries general had “open 
discussions about how to help Afghanistan in an orderly fashion” and as 
such they explored NATO’s potential role in bilateral and multilateral 
discussions.223 Among other meetings, the United Kingdom’s prime 
minister, Tony Blair, met with Bush administration offi cials to discuss 
expanding NATO’s missions.224 However, NATO’s eventual involve-
ment in Afghanistan was never a given. It took almost two years for 
incremental shifts in political will and organizational capacity to occur 
before NATO took over leadership of ISAF in August 2003.

A major shift in NATO’s strategic culture occurred fi rst, opening the 
door to its eventual involvement in Afghanistan. The German defense 
minister, Rudolf Scharping, indicated the shift in thinking about 
NATO and the out-of-area debate when he argued in early May 2002 
that the Alliance had to be ready to defend its vital security interests 
anywhere—to include Europe “or some other corner of the world.”225 
Foreign ministers at a May 14 ministerial meeting in Reykjavik,  Iceland, 
announced the Alliance’s intention to combat terrorism and deal with 
other strategic threats wherever they occurred in the world. To that 
end, they pledged to acquire the capabilities necessary to “fi eld forces 
that can move quickly to wherever they are needed” and sustain them 
over distance and time.226 In theory this would relieve long-standing 
burden-sharing complaints, but the diffi cult road ahead for NATO’s 
adaptation was highlighted by the German foreign minister, Joschka 
Fischer, when he said his country was not prepared to increase defense 
spending.227

NATO’s global perspective was codifi ed at the Prague Summit in 
November 2002 and expressed in measures to strengthen the Alliance’s 
ability to meet contemporary security challenges, regardless of where 
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they originated. The measures included organizational changes and a 
modernization plan.

The major organizational change was the decision to transform 
the military command structure. The two strategic commands, Allied 
 Command Europe and Allied Command Atlantic, were to be trans-
formed into Allied Command Operations and Allied Command Trans-
formation. This change was signifi cant because it moved the  Alliance 
away from its traditional regional and geographic focus, on Europe and 
the Atlantic, and toward a functional focus.228 As such it institutionalized 
the change in NATO’s mind-set about out-of-area operations and gave 
it the organizational capacity to manage global operations. The month 
before the Prague Summit, it had taken a small step toward global oper-
ations when the North Atlantic  Council approved the  German and 
Dutch request for the Alliance to help them with ISAF III. SHAPE 
hosted a force-generation conference in November, it facilitated infor-
mation sharing among the contributing nations, it gave them access to 
NATO intelligence and communications networks, and it helped coor-
dinate air transportation.229 The Alliance did not know at the time that 
this activity would continue for the next twelve years.

The transformation of the strategic commands created a streamlined 
chain of authority and command that gave the Alliance a plug-and-
play capacity that turned out to be very useful for Afghanistan. After 
NATO took over ISAF, the strategic and operational command chain 
never changed (the North Atlantic Council for political direction, 
Allied Command Operations at SHAPE for strategic direction, Joint 
Force Command at Brunssum, Netherlands, for operational direction, 
and ISAF headquarters in Kabul for operational execution), while the 
six-month rotations of ISAF headquarters elements continued. Even 
though the Prague Summit had also created the NATO Response 
Force, it was not the only deployable headquarters and the Alliance 
continued a practice it had established with the Stabilization Force and 
Kosovo Force. Between August 2003 and the end of the ISAF mission, 
the Alliance deployed the various NATO component commands, as 
well as affi liated European commands, such as the Allied Rapid  Reaction 
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Corps, NATO Rapid Deployable Corps–Italy, NATO Response Force, 
Eurocorps, and allied land component commands, through Kabul.

Another signifi cant measure announced at Prague was the capa-
bilities initiative, a result of what then NATO secretary general Lord 
 Robertson called “Europe’s military incapability.”230 The Prague Capa-
bilities Commitment improved on the 1999 Defense Capabilities Initia-
tive by focusing on acquiring the most urgently needed capabilities and 
attempting to get fi rm promises from national governments that they 
would deliver.231 In some areas the capability shortfalls were not just a 
gap, but a chasm: in spring 2003, the United States had 250 long-range 
transport aircraft, the United Kingdom had four, and the remaining 
allied nations had none.232 This capabilities gap fed European concerns 
about US unilateralism.233 While many of the capabilities were critical 
for subsequent operations in Afghanistan, the initiative was only par-
tially successful. Progress was made in the purchasing and leasing of 
sea lift, for example, but serious shortfalls in airlift and aerial refueling 
remained for years after Prague.234 Structural organizational capacity 
continued to lag due to domestic restraints on defense spending in 
many NATO members and only intensifi ed after the global fi nancial 
crisis. As such, this was a fraying force that never dissipated and that 
contributed to enduring Alliance tensions over burden-sharing.

NATO experienced a watershed moment in April 2003 on the order 
of its decision to become involved in the Balkans in the 1990s.235 The 
North Atlantic Council agreed to take over responsibility for ISAF. 
This open-ended, out-of-area decision was unprecedented in the orga-
nization’s history. It was especially surprising considering it was made 
during a contentious time: the lead-up to and invasion of Iraq. The Iraq 
issue could have been a hugely damaging fraying force. Paradoxically, 
it was not. The Iraq War was deeply divisive, both among European 
nations and between Europe and the United States. While there was 
general agreement something needed to be done about the Saddam 
Hussein regime, there was disagreement on timing and processes: con-
tinue to use the United Nations and diplomacy or use force to remove 
the regime? It was not a case of all European nations opposing the 
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United States. Eighteen European nations expressed their support 
for Bush administration policy in two joint declarations of solidarity 
that were published in European newspapers in January and  February 
2003.236 Germany, France, Belgium, and Luxembourg, however, 
vocally and vociferously opposed American policy and the movement 
toward military intervention. Statements by political leaders increased 
the rancor. For example, Rumsfeld referred to France and Germany 
as “problems” in the Iraq crisis and dismissed them as “old Europe” in 
January.237 France’s Chirac exacerbated the tensions after an EU sum-
mit on February 18 when, according to the New York Times, he “derided 
those Central and East European countries that have signed letters 
expressing their support for the United States as ‘childish,’ ‘dangerous,’ 
and missing ‘an opportunity to shut up.’”238

The actual Iraq intervention on March 20, 2003, was multinational: 
forty countries provided ground, air, or naval forces, or logistical or 
other support. The ground force totaled 183,000 soldiers and Marines, 
the vast proportion of whom were American, but also including 41,000 
British, 4,000 Australian, 1,300 Spanish, and a contingent of Polish 
special forces.239 At the same time, seven NATO aspirants were moving 
toward Alliance accession. They attended a signing ceremony for the 
protocols of accession in Brussels on March 26.240 Some of the coun-
tries felt they were put in a position where they had to choose between 
the United States and Europe, and this they wanted to avoid.241 In the 
meantime, the allies were searching for the successor to the German /
Netherlands Corps as the lead for ISAF. By early April, there were 
no volunteers. The ISAF commander admitted “there’s a little bit of 
panic” about it.242

By April, Alliance members wanted to restore harmony and get past 
all the acrimony.243 Serious international challenges still needed to be 
addressed, including additional terrorist attacks and the rebuilding 
of Afghanistan, not to mention NATO efforts at transformation and 
enlargement. According to Colonel Evans, civilian and military lead-
ers at NATO perceived that the mission in Afghanistan “seemed to be 
done . . . the kinetics were done . . . all you’ve got to do is help [the 
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Afghans] help themselves.” Taking over ISAF would be “honorable . . . 
and you’ve got all the people on the ground anyway.” The fact that 
there were few combat operations “made the mission easier for every-
one to undertake.”244 National political leaders saw moral and ethical 
reasons and also practical reasons for NATO to get involved. As a con-
sequence, France “dropped its opposition to NATO taking the lead in 
Afghanistan’s military operations.”245 This enabled the North Atlantic 
Council’s decision to take over command of ISAF on April 16 at the for-
mal request of Germany, the Netherlands, and Canada.246 Essentially, 
this was a way to bring the allies back into harmony and give them an 
area where they could work together cooperatively. In a way, the deci-
sion was easy because NATO had already become formally involved 
during the ISAF III rotation. There was also continuing consensus that 
Afghanistan would need international assistance over the long term. 
The stabilization mission was essential, it was considered legitimate, 
and it was welcomed by the Afghans. The NATO commitment was also 
a way for the allies to signal to the Afghan people that the international 
community would not abandon them this time, as it had done before. 
The decision was also based on the fl awed assessment that the confl ict 
was largely over and that stabilization and peace-building would be the 
primary security mission going forward. The allies were confi dent in 
their ability to execute such a peace operation, given their experience in 
the Balkans. In the end, Iraq contributed to the convergence of polit-
ical will with regards to Afghanistan, due to a shared desire to get past 
the acrimony. This, combined with the shift in strategic culture (global 
focus) and the perceptions of the confl ict, led to the decision to take 
over ISAF.

The allies agreed to execute the ISAF mission under the prevailing 
UN mandate. As military planners began developing the operational 
plans for NATO’s assumption of the ISAF mission, they estimated they 
would be ready to assume the ISAF lead as the German /Netherlands 
Corps rotation ended in August 2003.247

An effort was made to clearly distinguish between OEF and ISAF, 
one NATO offi cial calling them “wholly distinct in nature and pur-
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pose.”248 An attempt was made to articulate the difference in ISAF’s 
 Military Technical Agreement with the Afghan interim authorities.249 
But the lines separating their activities quickly blurred. For example, 
even though the Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan had the 
lead for army training, British forces in ISAF began training a battalion 
of Afghan troops in February 2002, several months before the OEF 
training effort started. Similarly, the fi rst battalions trained by Combined 
Joint Task Force Phoenix were assigned in Kabul to the fi rst Afghan 
corps activated for the Afghan National Army. As the units arrived in 
the capital, ISAF forces gave them specialized training, such as check-
point training by the Italians.250 In some cases, OEF and ISAF were 
directly linked. For example, between October 2002 and April 2003 a 
tri-national detachment of eighteen Danish, Dutch, and Norwegian 
F-16 fi ghters and one Dutch KDC-10 tanker aircraft provided day and 
night air support to both OEF and ISAF.251

Despite the emphasis of the contributing nations on maintaining a 
light footprint, the OEF and ISAF coalitions came together quickly 
to a remarkable degree. They were able to seamlessly execute opera-
tions in very short order in austere and remote locations. Besides the 
multinational ground operations mentioned earlier (such as Operation 
Anaconda), by spring 2002 eight nations were working closely together 
at the Manas air base. Six American and six French bombers were sup-
ported by tanker aircraft from Australia and France and by transport 
aircraft from Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, and Spain, while 
South Korea provided medical support to the entire base. One journal-
ist credited American commanders with being able to “quickly [ mas-
ter] the tricky art of integrating forces from a number of nations.”252 
The mastery was likely a result of solid organizational capacity and 
cultural familiarity developed among the allies and partners through 
the experiences of operating together in the Balkans and decades of 
training and planning activities at NATO.

Operational cooperation and interdependence did not mean contrib-
uting nations were in unison. Chirac epitomized the point in an inter-
view in March 2002. While insisting that French-American  solidarity 
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was an enduring trait of the bilateral relationship, he added that France 
is not “an aligned ally, but it is a faithful ally . . . When something 
important is at stake, France is always there.”253 The allies and part-
ners had joined the civil and military multinational coalitions, volun-
teered to be lead nations, and in some cases made contributions that 
were historic, such as the British government’s deployment of 1,700 
marines and army artillery in March 2002, the country’s largest combat 
deployment since the 1991 Gulf War.254 However, this did not mean 
they agreed totally with US policy on Afghanistan or the wider war 
on terrorism. Early on, the European Union warned against a dispro-
portionate military response and the potential for civilian casualties.255 
The French president emphasized that military action was insuffi cient 
to fi ght international terrorism and that the long-term solution for 
Afghanistan was political, not military.256 There was also consistent con-
cern about US unilateralism. However, throughout this period allies 
and partners stayed engaged and cohesion endured within the OEF 
and ISAF coalitions. This was somewhat surprising given there was no 
vital security threat, so the stakes were low. In addition, the coalitions 
became larger over time and nations did not drop out as free riders 
even though the burden-sharing was widely disproportionate.

The operations in Afghanistan were not something for which NATO 
had been created. But the organization slowly adapted to the changed 
security environment when members agreed it needed to change. More 
important, members also achieved consensus that the Alliance needed 
to be global. For the major decisions related to ISAF, individual mem-
bers triggered the decision-making processes when they requested the 
organization provide support to ISAF and then take over the mission. 
Interestingly, it was not the most powerful members of the Alliance 
who initiated these decisions.

National reasons for contributing forces for both OEF and ISAF 
were varied and political will was derived from both Alliance and 
domestic infl uences. Besides the direct experience of terrorist attacks 
and plots by Western European nations, the new NATO members and 
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the aspirants shared concerns about the threat of international terror-
ism. More important, they wanted to fulfi ll the obligations of Alliance 
membership or they hoped to increase their chances of  joining the 
 Alliance as full members sooner rather than later by participating in the 
coalition.257 This political will was the initial impetus for coalition cohe-
sion. As the confl ict changed and a variety of fraying forces surfaced, 
the allies would need operational adaptation to sustain it over time.

By summer 2003, as NATO prepared to take over the next rota-
tion of ISAF, positive and negative developments could be seen in the 
country over the previous two years. The political transition road map 
was being executed largely on time. A  loya jirga (grand tribal council) 
to select the transitional government had met in June 2002. A con-
stitutional commission wrote a new constitution and presented it to 
the Karzai government in March 2003 and planning for a constitu-
tional loya jirga (scheduled for October 2003) and voter registration 
(for the 2004 national election) was on track. On the development 
side, girls returned to school in spring 2002 for the fi rst time since the 
Taliban came to power and three million children were enrolled in 
school.258 Economically, the newly introduced national currency, the 
afghani, was accepted and stable and the International Monetary Fund 
estimated GDP growth in 2002 had been 28 percent.259 Mobile phone 
systems had been built in several cities, major infrastructure projects 
had started, and Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Turkmenistan signed a deal 
to build a gas pipeline through Afghanistan.260 Finally, more than two 
million refugees returned home.261

But there were also signifi cant problems. Many of the returning 
refugees had no homes or jobs. Mortality and disease rates remained 
high.262 Opium poppy production exploded, which funded not only 
the provincial governors who resisted the authority of the central gov-
ernment but also criminal elements and the emerging insurgent coa-
lition.263 Training of army and police forces was too slow, leading to 
a security vacuum where violence increased, particularly in the south 
and southeast. By summer 2003, aid agencies and the United Nations 
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suspended their activities in the south due to the danger. Donors were 
also slow to honor their aid pledges. Although $4.5 billion had been 
pledged at the 2002 international conference in Tokyo, only $1 billion 
had shown up.264 Perhaps the most signifi cant problem was the rogue 
provincial governors, or “warlords.” Even though former war heroes 
like Ismail Khan made Herat one of the safest cities in Afghanistan, 
the fact they maintained independent militias, engaged in local rival-
ries, and resisted and undermined the authority of the Karzai govern-
ment (for example, Khan kept customs duties) made them a challenge 
that had to be addressed.265 Many of them were also brutal, corrupt, 
and unpopular with local citizens.266 Worst of all, the fact that the 
OEF coalition continued to support some of the warlords and relied 
on some local militias and armed groups to hunt down remnants of 
al-Qaeda and the Taliban undermined the purpose of the DDR pro-
gram and the building of a legitimate government with effective army 
and police forces.

Against this backdrop, the OEF and ISAF coalitions ( numbering 
11,000 and 6,100, respectively, by August 2003) can be credited with 
some achievements by summer 2003. Most, if not all, terrorist train-
ing camps were destroyed. ISAF helped produce a safe and boom-
ing Kabul.267 Combined Joint Task Force Phoenix had trained 7,000 
Afghan soldiers, although due to high attrition rates (which would be 
an enduring problem), only 4,000 turned up to serve in units.268 Afghan 
National Army troops were, however, operating in various locations, 
such as Bamiyan, where villagers said they felt safer due to the army’s 
presence and the activity of the PRT.269 The PRTs were contribut-
ing to governance and economic development requirements in four 
regions. However, the PRTs were a drop in the ocean compared to 
the massive requirements, training efforts were insuffi cient, and stra-
tegically the enemy remained unvanquished. The coalitions under-
estimated how long and diffi cult the training efforts would be, the 
diffi culty of the governance and economic development lines of effort, 
the danger posed by the sanctuaries in Pakistan, and the immense secu-
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rity gap in the provinces. The inaccurate assessment by the coalitions 
that combat operations were tailing off and their lack of appreciation 
for the resilience of the Taliban and al-Qaeda movements, exacerbated 
by the institutional weakness and corruption of the Afghan govern-
ment, helped create the conditions for the emergence of the insurgent 
coalition. The NATO decision to take over ISAF was made with little 
appreciation of what the Alliance was getting itself into because it did 
not understand that the character of the confl ict was changing.
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August 2003–September 2008: 

NATO Gets into the Game

As NATO prepared to take over ISAF, an overwhelming majority of 
Afghans supported the international mission and were more worried 
that foreign troops would leave the country prematurely than stay too 
long.270 The Alliance’s strategic-level adaptations after 9/11 (expanded 
strategic culture, new missions, transformed organizational command 
structures) had laid the foundation for NATO-led ISAF operations. 
Both NATO and the ISAF coalition had a sense of confi dence about 
the mission based on prior experiences (rotating commands, con-
ducting stability operations) and an expectation that ISAF would be 
operating in a relatively benign environment in Kabul.271 From 2003 
through 2005, the members of the coalition also had the sense the war 
was largely over since violence levels were relatively low and combat 
activity seemed to be concentrated in limited areas in the south and 
east.272 In fact, in 2005 US commanders assessed that the cumulative 
effect of four years of combat, combined with political and economic 
developments, “had weakened the insurgency to the point of virtual 
irrelevance.”273 Condoleezza Rice expressed the Bush administration’s 
optimism after her visit to the country as secretary of state in March 
2005: “In 2005 we thought that the Afghan project was in relatively 
good shape.”274

These assessments turned out to be inaccurate. After a period of 
reconstitution, insurgent activity and violence gradually increased and 
expanded geographically. By 2006 the insurgent coalition was able to 
launch large, organized attacks. Because the insurgency progressively 
worsened to the point where Taliban forces actually held terrain, there 
was a widespread perception that ISAF was failing by 2007–08.275 
Despite the negative perception, members of the coalition stayed 
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engaged. This was due to the two drivers identifi ed in the analytical 
framework. The ISAF commander, General David Richards, starkly 
articulated the collective strategic political reason for the enduring 
commitment even as the confl ict escalated in 2006: “We can’t afford to 
lose this. And we will dig deeper if we have to. If NATO doesn’t suc-
ceed in the south, it might as well pack up as an international military 
alliance.”276 Thanks to existing organizational capacities, the coalition 
was able to learn and subsequently adapt operationally. In effect, ISAF 
continually evolved as it created, or assumed control of, new command 
and control structures and undertook new missions as the coalition rec-
ognized it was in the middle of a complex confl ict. The combination of 
the two drivers sustained cohesion. In the end, ISAF settled down to 
fi ght back as well as rebuild.

The adaptation was not smooth or problem free. One could argue 
this period (August 2003–September 2008) was characterized for the 
ISAF coalition by a posture of continuously playing catch-up because it 
seemed to be constantly reacting to a situation that progressively wors-
ened. The overall goal remained unchanged: prevent Afghanistan from 
reverting back to becoming a safe haven for terrorists by assisting in 
the creation of a stable, secure nation.277 The strategy remained what 
came to be called “the comprehensive approach” at the Riga Summit 
in November 2006.278 That is, civilian and military efforts continued 
in the domains of security, development, and governance, but ISAF’s 
operational approach shifted to encompass counterinsurgency opera-
tions (as did OEF’s). However, even though combined OEF and ISAF 
troop numbers gradually increased from about 17,000 in August 2003 to 
over 60,000 in February 2008 (see appendix 3), none of the contributing 
nations committed adequate resources to pull off the strategy and succeed 
along the three lines of effort, let alone succeed at counterinsurgency.

NATO Deploys and Expands

NATO’s assumption of ISAF followed a deliberate institutional pro-
cess that began with decisions by political authorities. As mentioned in 
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the previous chapter, the North Atlantic Council announced in April 
2003 that the Alliance would take over the ISAF mission. The  Council 
would exercise overall political direction, in close consultation with 
non-NATO partners, and SHAPE would exercise strategic planning 
and control of ISAF. Procedurally this would entail the deployment of 
successive “composite headquarters” with personnel augmentation, as 
necessary, from within NATO and from contributing nations, as well 
as communications and logistic support. Furthermore, the SACEUR 
would choose who the ISAF commander would be from among the 
contributing nations. After the formal announcement, the Council 
subsequently tasked its military bodies to execute the ISAF IV rotation, 
as well as the subsequent rotations (see appendix 2).279 While NATO’s 
assumption of lead for ISAF provided long-term coherence and stabil-
ity to the overall command situation, the frequent headquarters rota-
tions meant the problem of “learning from scratch” endured for each 
unit, even for those that deployed more than once. However, this was 
mitigated somewhat because many of the staff personnel were rotated 
in and out of Kabul in a staggered way. This was considered a positive 
because it made the basic structure more permanent. But it also meant 
some of the staff members were always on a steep learning curve.

In recognition of the inherently civilian-military nature of NATO’s 
engagement in Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Council created the 
position of senior civilian representative in October 2003. The senior 
civilian representative acted as the civilian counterpart of the ISAF com-
mander and colocated with him in the headquarters. As such, the senior 
civilian representatives spoke for the Alliance’s political leadership. The 
NATO secretary general appointed the successive senior civilian rep-
resentatives, all of whom were experienced European diplomats, parlia-
mentarians, or senior government ministers. Their key roles included 
communicating NATO policy and its political-military objectives to 
local and international media and coordinating with the Afghan gov-
ernment and civil society, the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, 
the European Union, other representatives of the inter national com-
munity and international organizations, and representatives of neigh-
boring nations to facilitate development and  reconstruction efforts and 
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support the political process.280 This did not mean things progressed 
smoothly. According to Italian diplomat  Fernando Gentilini, the senior 
civilian representative between 2008 and 2010, “The truth is that when 
it comes down to coordination, everyone wants to coordinate and 
nobody wants to be coordinated.”281 To an extent, the senior civilian 
representatives were just another voice in the cacophony of actors pur-
suing what were frequently independent agendas. However, they also 
served as a direct communication channel between ISAF, NATO head-
quarters in Brussels, and the North Atlantic Council. This meant they 
could provide critical advice from a political and diplomatic perspec-
tive to Alliance leaders as they grappled with how to ensure coherence 
among the security, economic development, and governance efforts.

The unit designated to form the core nucleus of ISAF IV, the Joint 
Command Center in Heidelberg, Germany (one of the Alliance’s two 
land component commands), received its alert order in June. Since 
it could only deploy about half its staff, due to ongoing operational 
and exercise commitments in other theaters, SHAPE convened a 
force-generation conference that merged the 120 deploying members 
of the command with staff offi cers and specialized elements that were 
already in Afghanistan and other new national contributions. The new 
headquarters rotation, about 240 personnel, occurred in parallel with 
a new multinational brigade rotation led by Canada. The combined 
ISAF force included 6,100 troops from thirty-one nations.282

The Alliance’s assumption of ISAF was almost a routine action. It 
had a highly developed organizational capacity to take over this limited 
mission. It had extensive experience from the Stabilization Force and 
Kosovo Force rotations, both in the actual deployment of a succession 
of commands and in the types of missions performed. It had a command 
structure that readily provided units for deployment as well as training 
and operational direction since the organizational transformation of 
the military command structure announced at the 2002 Prague  Summit 
was complete.283 In addition, the Alliance’s consultation and decision 
bodies met routinely, with Afghanistan at the top of their agendas. The 
military planning bodies were in constant action.284 Senior military 
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leaders from SHAPE and Joint Force  Command Brunssum travelled 
to Afghanistan almost every month.285 The NATO ambassadors vis-
ited the country annually. The contact was not only one way. Besides 
formal written reports from the ISAF commander and the senior civil-
ian representative, ISAF hosted a weekly video teleconference with 
Joint Force Command Brunssum. The ISAF commander travelled to 
Belgium periodically to brief civil and military leaders on what was 
happening in the country, the status of progress or problems, and the 
coalition’s operational plans.286

When NATO assumed command of ISAF on August 11, 2003, its 
stated mission was no different from the previous rotations: conducting 
operations in Kabul and its environs “in order to support and assist the 
Afghan Transitional Authority in developing a safe and stable environ-
ment.” In practice, ISAF performed political and military functions 
and the German commander, Lieutenant General Götz Gliemeroth, 
developed a campaign plan with fi ve lines of operation. These included 
enhancing security through patrolling activities, supporting the secu-
rity sector reform activities where possible (such as assisting the DDR 
program and sending the command’s legal adviser out to help the 
Italian judicial reform efforts), supporting the development activities 
of NGOs, actively maintaining positive public perception and pub-
lic support, and establishing long-term ISAF operating capability (by 
building a permanent headquarters building) since the mission was 
seen as no-fail for NATO. ISAF also considered liaison a key task. It 
established constant communications with the Afghan government, 
the United Nations, the command headquarters of OEF (Combined 
Forces Command–Afghanistan, or CFC-A), the coalition contingent 
commanders, and international development agencies. ISAF also 
worked with visiting groups of national representatives. International 
interest in participating in Afghanistan was high. According to Evans, 
visiting delegations asked ISAF, “Where might we go? Where [can 
we] do the most good?”287 The headquarters therefore had to quickly 
develop the capacity to integrate new contributions into the areas and 
missions they best suited. The ISAF staff elements created to do this 
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coordination ultimately linked back into NATO’s force-generation 
processes.

In the meantime, the interim Karzai government, with UN and 
US support, had continued to ask that ISAF’s mandate be expanded. 
So on September 18, after national political positions converged, the 
North Atlantic Council tasked its military planners to develop options 
for expanding ISAF outside Kabul.288 The shift in political will was 
infl uenced by the fact that the environment was peaceful in large parts 
of Afghanistan. The expansion was not contentious since ISAF would 
only be continuing the stability operations it had begun in the capital. 
The expansion decision was also infl uenced by Alliance and domestic 
politics. According to a former political adviser to the US mission in 
NATO, the “allies realized it was in their interest as well as ours that we 
come back together” after the damaging split caused by Iraq. The allies’ 
perception of Afghanistan was that “all the fi ghting, the hot and heavy 
stuff, it’s over here in the east. OEF is there . . . we won’t have to worry 
about that” because the Americans are taking care of it. Domestically, 
it was easier for the allies “to do something in Afghanistan,” particu-
larly those which had opposed the Iraq intervention. According to the 
political adviser, politicians in France and Germany could not go back 
to their people and say, “All right, well, you’ve already invaded Iraq so 
we’ll go in there and help you out.” They wanted to heal the Alliance 
damage “as long as it wasn’t Iraq.”289 On October 6, NATO’s secretary 
general informed the United Nations that NATO was ready to expand. 
Later that month, the UN Security Council extended the ISAF man-
date to cover all of Afghanistan in Resolution 1510.290 In December, the 
North Atlantic Council authorized the SACEUR to start the expan-
sion. ISAF’s fi rst action was to assume responsibility for the PRT in 
Kunduz, which Germany had taken over from the United States.291

The initial ISAF expansion plan entailed little more than the assump-
tion of responsibility for existing PRTs and the creation of new ones. 
It was very short on details. It was also a very slow, deliberate process 
that played out over three years (and as it was happening OEF was 
busy establishing PRTs—by 2005 it had thirteen in the south and east). 
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Each phase of the four-stage expansion began with an announcement 
by senior NATO offi cials, followed by ISAF operational action. In June 
2004, at the Istanbul Summit, Alliance offi cials announced ISAF would 
take over the British PRT in Mazar-e-Sharif and establish three addi-
tional PRTs in the north, in Meymaneh, Feyzabad, and Pol-e-Khomri. 
Once they were stood up in October 2004, stage 1, into the north, 
was considered complete. In February 2005, NATO announced ISAF 
would expand into the west. It took over the PRTs in Herat and Farah 
in May and established two new ones in Chaghcharan and Qala-i-Naw 
in September. This completed stage 2.292

The actual ISAF presence on the ground, after these stages, was 
nine PRTs and two forward support bases in Mazar-e-Sharif and 
Herat which provided logistical support to the PRTs.293 Their pres-
ence was overlapped by OEF forces because by 2004 the commander 
of  Combined Forces Command–Afghanistan had realized he needed to 
establish a permanent presence across the country. He could not rely 
on basing the bulk of his forces in Kabul, its environs, and a few for-
ward operating bases and sending troops out for operations for discrete 
periods of time, particularly since he had introduced a new approach— 
counterinsurgency—in fall 2003. Therefore, in 2004 and 2005, various 
task forces were assigned geographic operational areas. As a result, they 
established new commands that became known as Regional  Command 
(RC)-South, RC-East, RC-West, and RC-North.294 In practice this 
meant OEF’s multiple combat and stabilization operations and ISAF’s 
stabilization operations were executed in parallel with little cross- 
coordination. It was an ineffi cient way to propagate the security- 
governance-development strategy.

Since the period from 2003 to 2005 was relatively (if deceptively) 
quiet, the geographic and operational overlapping of OEF and ISAF 
was not considered a critical issue. Typically, the low level of organized 
violence in the majority of the country and the sense the confl ict was 
over would be expected to lead to an unraveling of the ISAF coali-
tion. After all, there was no signifi cant security threat that could serve 
as a bonding agent. But such an unraveling didn’t happen. Instead, 
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step by step the coalition grew larger, in terms of both the number of 
troops deployed and the number of contributing nations. It assumed 
a larger geographic footprint and it expanded its missions and activi-
ties.  Coalition members recognized the massive need for development 
activities in the regions and they wanted to help the Afghan govern-
ment establish its legitimacy with the population. In the absence of 
faster, more comprehensive civilian development efforts, they needed 
to kick-start activities. Their experience in the Balkans gave them 
confi dence they could undertake this mission. They also assumed the 
areas would remain “permissive,” or calm and stable, particularly in the 
north and west, so the reconstruction and governance activities would 
be relatively simple to coordinate and oversee. Thus, it did not matter 
very much that the expansion plan was thin on details, especially since 
the participants did not think they would be deployed in the country 
for very long.

The allied perceptions and assumptions reinforced national deci-
sions—the political will—to contribute to NATO’s ISAF. The deci-
sions were based on a variety of national interests that derived from 
domestic and Alliance politics. Some nations, such as Canada and New 
Zealand, were involved for humanitarian reasons to assist a stricken 
nation.295 For the United States, according to the defense secretary, 
Robert Gates, it was the right thing to do since Afghanistan had been 
abandoned after the Soviet-Afghan war.296 Sweden decided it could not 
remain neutral in a security environment threatened by international 
terrorism, but because it would not involve itself in combat activity 
it volunteered to lead the multinational PRT in Mazar-e-Sharif.297 
 Canada contributed one of the largest contingents and volunteered to 
lead the ISAF V rotation because it did not want to become involved 
in Iraq.298 (Thus nations could have multiple reasons for contributing.) 
Norway contributed and stayed due to loyalty to the United States and 
to NATO.299 Spain contributed initially because it wanted to be taken 
seriously as a top-tier member of the international community. Later 
it wanted to continue to be seen as a reliable ally despite Iraq. That 
is, Spain withdrew from Iraq after the Madrid bombing but the new 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   70H7580-Hanagan.indb   70 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



AUGUST 2003–SEPTEMBER 2008: NATO GETS INTO THE GAME 71

Socialist government of José Zapatero wanted to show it still valued 
NATO, so it increased its troop contribution to Afghanistan.300 Other 
countries wanted to demonstrate their value in a complex global secu-
rity environment as new or aspiring Alliance members. Small nations 
like Lithuania and Croatia wanted to be members of a security orga-
nization that shared their values and interests and also felt that joining 
was a form of protection against external threats.301 For Albania it was 
about more than just earning an invitation to join NATO. According 
to Albanian offi cers who served in Afghanistan, their country harbors 
a fi erce loyalty toward the United States. They credit their current 
existence as a nation to US support after World War II and as such 
“they will always be our allies . . . they will follow America anywhere, 
anytime, to do anything.”302 In addition, there was a desire to repair 
the frayed relationships caused by the Iraq intervention. Afghanistan 
seemed a good vehicle to bring the allies back into harmony.303 The 
allies reiterated at the 2004 Istanbul Summit that they wanted to ensure 
the country did not slide back into being a sanctuary for international 
jihadism, especially since al-Qaeda and its affi liates continued attacks in 
Europe and around the world.304 These included the November 2003 
Istanbul bombings (fi fty-seven killed and 700 wounded); March 2004 
Madrid bombings (191 killed, 1,500 wounded); and July 2005 London 
suicide bombings (fi fty-six killed, over 700 wounded). Numerous plots 
were also discovered and prevented in the United Kingdom, Belgium, 
Spain, Germany, France, and the Netherlands.305 The international 
jihadist threat therefore remained real for the allies. This combination 
of confi dence (from organizational capacity) and commitment (politi-
cal will) led to a level of cohesion within ISAF.

This cohesion did not prevent ISAF from having an ad hoc character. 
During the fi rst two expansion stages, the political- and  strategic-level 
authorities issued very little concrete guidance to the ISAF command-
ers. According to General Rick Hillier, who commanded ISAF V 
between February and August 2004, Joint Force Command Brunssum 
did not provide a military strategy for the expansion and did not artic-
ulate what NATO was trying to achieve or how it would do it.306 While 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   71H7580-Hanagan.indb   71 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



72 CHAPTER 3

this left a lot of room for the commanders on the ground to fi gure 
out how to execute the mission in general, they were hampered by the 
fact that national governments retained control of the overall organi-
zational structure of the PRTs and their aid and development activities 
since their foreign ministries and aid agencies provided the funding. 
Moreover, while the PRTs were adapted to the needs and conditions 
of the regions in which they were located, each lead nation had a dif-
ferent agenda. This meant there was wide variation in the level and 
type (civilian vs. military) of manning and operational focus. The PRTs 
were also required to report through national lines and in the early 
years they often did not share information or coordinate with ISAF 
or Afghan authorities. General Hillier’s criticism indicated he was 
uncomfortable with the light touch of the strategic civilian and military 
leaders in NATO. However, this attitude gave him and the later ISAF 
commanders a lot of autonomy, which proved useful as the confl ict 
changed. They had the latitude and the authority to adapt operations 
when they felt they needed to do so. In the case of the PRTs, the learn-
ing and adaptation included ISAF assuming some oversight and control 
as PRT activity expanded into training, governance, and security activ-
ities. The coalition otherwise had to fi gure out ways to coordinate PRT 
activities without stepping on the toes of lead nation governments.

NATO supported ISAF operations as best it could, but it was often 
less than perfect. For example, it had some diffi culties initially in fi eld-
ing necessary resources. NATO leaders had trouble convincing mem-
bers to contribute suffi cient aviation assets (tactical airlift and close air 
support) and quick reaction forces to support the PRTs.307 The fact 
that NATO leaders such as the secretary general and the SACEUR 
followed the expansion announcements with pleas for nations to vol-
unteer to establish, lead, or contribute to new PRTs and to provide 
resources probably exacerbated the situation.308 It created the impres-
sion that NATO was constantly catching up with itself as it undertook 
and expanded ISAF.

The general idea in the expansion plan was to help the Afghan 
government establish its presence in the provinces by assisting local 
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authorities with reconstruction and security. The ISAF PRTs were 
intended to support and coordinate the work of humanitarian aid and 
development agencies, rather than doing the bulk of the reconstruc-
tion work themselves.309 According to General Jean-Louis Py, who 
commanded the ISAF VI rotation, it did not work out that way, since 
development money was slow to manifest and major projects took time 
to culminate. Since expectations were very high— on the part of the 
international community and the Afghans—that development and 
reconstruction results would appear quickly, the PRTs got involved in 
quick impact projects and progressively became more directly involved 
in reconstruction and development activities, especially as the security 
situation worsened in 2006 and aid agencies withdrew from some rural 
areas.310 The increase in insurgent violence affected the next two stages 
of the ISAF expansion.

In December 2005, NATO announced ISAF would expand into the 
south.311 Not long afterward, in February 2006, the Norwegian PRT in 
Meymaneh, in Faryab Province, a region that had hitherto been peace-
ful, was attacked. Given the way ISAF was structured in this northern 
region, there were no combat forces available to come to its aid and the 
national caveats of nearby coalition nations prohibited them from par-
ticipating in combat operations. Eventually British forces deployed to 
the area and saved the PRT.312 Clearly, an insurgency was rising and the 
current form of the NATO footprint was woefully insuffi cient. This 
led to the implementation of a proposal that had been percolating at 
NATO since fall 2005 for ISAF to offi cially assume the lead role in all 
regions.313

As a result, Germany offi cially assumed command of RC-North on 
June 1, 2006.314 The stage 3 ISAF expansion into the south on July 31 
meant taking over command of RC-South, all the battle groups in the 
region, and four PRTs.315 Contributing nations also deployed additional 
forces into the region, bringing ISAF totals up to 15,000 troops from 
thirty-seven nations.316 Most notably, the nations deployed in the south 
imposed virtually no caveats on how their forces could operate.317 The 
stage 4 expansion into the east was similar. ISAF assumed  command of 
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RC-East and all forces in the region on October 5, 2006.318 Italy also 
assumed command of RC-West and ISAF created RC-Capital during 
the year.319

During the fi rst few years after NATO took over ISAF and the com-
mand expanded throughout the country (2003–05) there were few 
forces fraying coalition cohesion. Violence levels were low and insur-
gent activity scattered. This reinforced the allied perception that the 
confl ict was over and the environment would remain benign, contrib-
uting to a sense of confi dence about the mission. Conducting stability 
operations through patrols and ANSF training and overseeing gov-
ernance, reconstruction, and development activities were not totally 
new, due to the Balkans experience. However, despite their beliefs in 
the legitimacy of the mission and multiple national reasons for join-
ing, contributing nations were reluctant to commit substantial forces. 
The rationale for maintaining a light footprint was one useful excuse, 
but many nations were also involved in other multinational operations 
worldwide. The pool of available military resources had many compet-
ing demands. This reluctance ultimately allowed a security vacuum to 
develop. The nature of the ISAF expansion also allowed the develop-
ment of a complicated relationship with OEF and US forces.

OEF Evolves and Expands

While ISAF was expanding, OEF was also adapting and changing, 
with new organizational structures and new missions. OEF’s expan-
sion into reconstruction and training activities, along with security 
operations, meant it needed to coordinate closely with the Afghan gov-
ernment, the United Nations, coalition partners and ISAF, and gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental development organizations. This 
was too much for the Combined Joint Task Force-180 commander to 
handle.  Therefore, CENTCOM decided to create Combined Forces 
Command– Afghanistan, which stood up in October 2003. This was a 
theater strategic headquarters that concentrated on political-military 
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affairs (it essentially mirrored the ISAF headquarters). In particular, the 
new commander, Lieutenant General David Barno, concentrated on 
building a strong relationship with the Afghan government and harmo-
nizing civilian and military efforts through close coordination with the 
 American embassy and ISAF.320 The existing commands of  Combined 
Joint Task Force-180 and the Offi ce of Military Cooperation–
Afghanistan were subordinated to it (see appendix 1). With the creation 
of the new headquarters, OEF was no longer temporary or short term. 
Barno transitioned the command and mission to a long-term posture 
and built permanent basing infrastructure.

Barno concluded that previous OEF efforts had been too focused on 
enemy forces. His longer-term view, based on an overall objective sim-
ilar to the ISAF goal, concluded that OEF needed to shift its focus to 
“rebuilding the physical and social infrastructure” of Afghanistan so that 
the people would support the nascent Afghan government and reject the 
Taliban and the associated groups. He therefore implemented a cam-
paign plan, which his successor continued, that involved fi ve lines of 
operation. The “defeat terrorism and deny sanctuary” line involved spe-
cial forces counterterrorism activities against al-Qaeda and traditional 
counterinsurgency operations that involved combat operations against 
insurgents, negotiations with rival groups, and reconstruction. The 
“enable Afghan security structure” line involved rebuilding and training 
the Afghan security forces (both army and police). The “sustain area 
ownership” line involved creating regional commands and permanently 
deploying forces in them. The “enable reconstruction and good gover-
nance” line was undertaken by the PRTs and the “engage regional states” 
line involved coordination with bordering nations. This very ambitious 
campaign plan suffered from serious resource shortfalls. Combined 
Forces Command–Afghanistan never received enough combat forces 
to “hold” territory and secure the population in the provinces in the 
absence of suffi cient Afghan security forces. It even had diffi culty fully 
manning the headquarters. Coalition partners were slow to contribute 
offi cers to the multinational staff and the United States was reluctant to 
provide additional forces because it had shifted its attention to Iraq.321
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The Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan also experienced 
major changes as its mission expanded. As noted earlier, Combined 
Joint Task Force Phoenix was created in June 2003 to build the Afghan 
National Army, a hugely ambitious multinational undertaking that 
involved the creation of a new Afghan army from the ground up. The 
program was developed in consultation with Afghan leadership and 
involved basic training for enlisted soldiers (US lead), offi cer training 
(French lead), and noncommissioned offi cer training (British lead) at 
the Kabul Military Training Center.322 The troops were then equipped 
and formed into units. The army development plan approved by the 
Karzai government in 2002 called for the activation of fi ve regional 
Afghan corps: 201st Corps in Kabul, 203rd Corps in Gardez, 205th 
Corps in Kandahar, 207th Corps in Herat, and 209th Corps in Mazar-e-
Sharif. The 201st Corps was activated fi rst (in fall 2003) and received 
a full complement of battalions and brigades (10,000 troops) by mid-
2004. In the latter half of 2004, the Ministry of Defense activated the 
four other corps and Combined Joint Task Force Phoenix started train-
ing their forces. By 2005, all of the Afghan corps had suffi cient troop 
strength to support the parliamentary election. To the extent possible, 
the Afghan corps headquarters were located near OEF’s regional com-
mands. After Afghan battalions, called  kandaks, were formed in Kabul, 
they were posted to the Afghan corps and Combined Joint Task Force 
Phoenix continued their training through ETTs. Rather than con-
ducting individual training, these training/mentoring teams engaged 
in collective training of squads, platoons, and companies. They also 
mentored leaders at the battalion, company, and platoon level, as well 
as staff offi cers. In addition, they accompanied kandaks on operational 
missions as advisers.323 ISAF got involved in the collective training 
effort in 2005 when the PRTs began training Afghan army forces too.324 
It called the teams operational mentoring and liaison teams (OMLTs), 
not ETTs, and they were eventually embedded into Afghan units.

This building of the Afghan corps process shared the ad hoc, or 
catching-up, character of ISAF. For example, the fi rst kandaks for 
the 209th Corps began arriving at Mazar-e-Sharif in RC-North in 
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 February 2005, but they had no billets. Their permanent base was still 
in the process of being built, so the training/mentoring team had to 
fi nd temporary billets at a satellite camp while also coordinating the 
contract to build and open their base.325

Besides training, the Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan 
(OMC-A) had overall responsibility for coordinating security sector 
reform activities, an area that overlapped ISAF.326 One activity in par-
ticular was critical for long-term security: the collection and canton-
ment (guarded storage) of heavy weapons and the demobilization of the 
militias. It was only through a successful DDR program and the build-
ing up of the Afghan National Army that the United States could stop 
the corrosive policy of relying on Afghan militias. OMC-A also had to 
reform the Ministry of Defense and create the general staff, primarily 
through a mentoring program that initially relied on US soldiers and 
contractors. However, allies were also asked to assist with the defense 
mentoring program.327 Ministry mentoring was mirrored by ISAF 
when Hillier agreed to Karzai’s request to help the Afghans build “a 
functioning government structure.” Hillier established a strategic advi-
sory team that worked for Karzai and the Afghan government between 
2004 and 2008. The Canadian military offi cers and civil servants who 
comprised the team were assigned within a variety of Afghan ministries, 
where they advised various ministers on how to do strategic planning, 
explained budgetary processes, and educated Afghans on intergovern-
mental coordination processes.328 These initial mentoring efforts were 
eventually expanded into a formal ministerial mentoring program and 
subsumed into the NATO Training Mission–Afghanistan.

OEF forces expanded into police training in 2005. The German-led 
Afghan National Police development program, oriented toward train-
ing traditional law enforcement methods, was slow to produce suffi -
cient trained police offi cers.329 The German efforts were hampered by 
funding and personnel shortages.330 By December 2004, 33,000 police 
were on duty to support a population of twenty-seven million Afghans 
in a country the size of France (the Afghan army numbered 18,000 at 
the time).331 As the insurgency heated up and violence levels increased, 
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the country needed signifi cantly more police forces with an expanded 
set of skills so they could assist the army in protecting the population, 
but the German program was constrained by national caveats and could 
not meet this demand.332 The coalition had unintentionally allowed a 
serious security gap to open. It needed to quickly catch up the Afghan 
security forces to meet the challenge.

In late 2004, the Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan was 
tasked to study the program. The army training program was consid-
ered both comprehensive and successful and Barno wanted the OMC-A 
to see if it could replicate the program for the Afghan National Police. 
After developing a detailed plan to restructure the police training pro-
gram and gaining the approval of the  Germans, NATO, the United 
Nations, and the Afghan government, the OMC-A was offi cially 
assigned the mission in July 2005. It was intended to support the  German 
effort. As a result, the Offi ce of  Military  Cooperation– Afghanistan was 
renamed the Offi ce of Security  Cooperation–Afghanistan and it stood 
up  Combined Joint Task Force Police, which paralleled  Combined 
Joint Task Force Phoenix. The next year, the Offi ce of  Security 
 Cooperation–Afghanistan was renamed the Combined  Security 
Transition  Command–Afghanistan.333 With the increased  American 
involvement came massive resources: between 2005 and 2008 the 
United States provided $5.9 billion for the Afghan National Police pro-
gram.334 For all intents and purposes, the United States became the lead 
nation for police training. It was also an embarrassing demonstration 
of the lack of allied will to commit suffi cient resources to the effort and 
the unacknowledged need for US leadership.

The reformed police training program was just as ambitious as the 
army program. It involved training the Afghan Uniformed Police, 
the regular, local uniformed police; the Afghan National Civil Order 
Police, a gendarmerie-like elite force; and the Afghan Border Police. 
It also assisted the Ministry of Interior through mentoring. The pro-
gram emphasized quality over quantity (since attrition and corruption 
were major problems) and included providing equipment, reforming 
recruitment methods, making pay improvements, and building infra-
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structure such as the Wardak Police Academy and regional training 
centers.335 Smaller police elements also received training: counternar-
cotics police, a criminal investigation department, and counterterror-
ism police. Other forces were added later, such as the Afghan Public 
Protection Force. The international community paid the salaries of 
these police forces through a funding pool called the Law and Order 
Trust Fund for Afghanistan.336

Like the army program, training continued after police offi cers were 
posted to their duty stations. Combined Joint Task Force Police created 
police mentoring teams, which mirrored the army’s ETTs.337 ISAF also 
got involved, but it called the teams police operational mentoring and 
liaison teams (POMLT).338 The pressure to produce suffi cient numbers 
of policemen and the problem of demand outpacing training capacity 
induced the Combined Security Transition Command to continue a 
practice begun by the German program of allowing untrained police-
men into the force during the early years of the Afghan National Police 
program. This interim measure meant Afghans who never should have 
been inducted into the force were let in. The allies inadvertently created 
the conditions for corruption. ISAF later had to try to weed them out.

The police training program adapted over time in response to 
changing conditions and other emerging challenges. As the insurgency 
heated up, the Taliban and associated groups increasingly targeted 
police offi cers and assaulted police facilities to undermine morale and 
recruitment efforts. By 2008, Afghan police deaths were triple Afghan 
army deaths. Furthermore, many local police were implicated in crim-
inal activity and were perceived as corrupt by the public. To improve 
the capabilities of the Afghan Uniformed Police and overcome cul-
tural conditions that encouraged corruption, Combined Security 
Transition Command–Afghanistan implemented the Focused  District 
 Development program in 2007.339 This ambitious program aimed to 
reform police at the district level by pulling out the entire district 
police force for reconstitution (which included weeding out corrupt 
and criminal offi cers), equipping them, and providing a special eight-
week training program at the regional training centers. The police 
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 offi cers were backfi lled by Afghan National Civil Order Police forces 
while they were absent. When they returned, they were assigned police 
mentoring teams to continue their development.340 In addition, judges 
and prosecutors in the districts were given special training and police 
infrastructure was repaired.341 By August 2008, thirty-one police dis-
tricts had gone through Focused District Development.342 Where it 
was implemented, the program was largely successful. But due to short-
falls in resources (money and trainers) it was not possible to imple-
ment it in all 365 districts. To maximize impact, Combined Security 
Transition Command concentrated on districts that had particular 
police problems or were located in strategic geographic locations that 
included key cities or key roads.343

The countries and entities involved in police training also changed 
over time. Given the enduring challenges to the German training 
efforts, ISAF’s senior civilian representative urged the  European Union 
to step in and help both police and judiciary efforts in  November 
2006.344 NATO’s secretary general followed up the request in early 
2007.345 After consultation and consideration, the European Union 
took over from Germany in mid-2007. The EU mission, the Euro-
pean Police Mission in Afghanistan, attempted to tie together the 
non-US efforts and coordinate activities with the United Nations and 
 Combined  Security Transition Command, but it was seriously under-
staffed (only 184 people were assigned to the mission by the end of 
2008) and suffered logistical and funding problems.  Furthermore, 
its personnel were dispersed into PRTs and the ISAF regional com-
mands.346 In the end, the police training and reform efforts were a 
complex, and in some cases disappointing, example of interlocking 
international institutions. Combined Security Transition Command–
Afghanistan, ISAF, the European Union, and the United Nations were 
involved and a number of countries also had bilateral efforts, including 
the United Kingdom, United States, Italy, Germany, the  Netherlands, 
and Canada. The various efforts were poorly coordinated and the estab-
lishment of the  International Policing Coordination Board, chaired by 
the Afghan minister of interior, did not solve the problem. Despite 
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the EU contributions to police development and reform, the American 
and  Combined Security Transition Command efforts dwarfed every-
thing else.  Furthermore, Combined Security Transition  Command’s 
involvement raised concerns that the Afghan police force would 
become too militarized, particularly since it was increasingly used to 
help the Afghan army fi ght insurgent forces.347 This was later addressed 
by ISAF when NTM-A was established.

The fi nal OEF changes involved command and control. The 
US combat forces and PRTs in RC-South and RC-East transferred 
under ISAF, and thus foreign, command in 2006 in stages 3 and 4 of 
the expansion. This was a fi rst (since World War II) for the United 
States and the issue was discussed well in advance of the expansion.348 
 Coordination for the remaining US forces in OEF was also discussed 
in advance since the proposal to merge OEF and ISAF had stalled. The 
fi nal arrangement was rather unorthodox. According to General David 
Richards, who commanded the ISAF IX rotation, May 2006– February 
2007, coordination with OEF forces was made through his deputy 
commander for security, a US two-star general. Richards maintained 
he had no problems with the arrangement and that all US forces, both 
those within ISAF and the remaining OEF elements, operated in line 
with his intent.349 However, this was really just an informal arrange-
ment based on good personal relations between American and  British 
senior leaders. With the consequent operational reduction in OEF 
command responsibility, CENTCOM made the decision to deactivate 
the Combined Forces Command–Afghanistan headquarters shortly 
after Lieutenant General Karl Eikenberry relinquished command in 
January 2007.350 This left major military elements in Afghanistan which 
did not come under formal ISAF control. They offi cially belonged, and 
reported separately, to CENTCOM: Combined Security  Transition 
Command–Afghanistan with its expanding training mission;  Combined 
Joint Special  Operations Task Force–Afghanistan, with its special 
forces operations; and a task force that conducted detainee operations. 
Even after an American became the ISAF commander in 2007, the 
deputy commander for security continued to be the coordination point 
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between ISAF and OEF forces until late 2008.351 These command and 
control changes further blended the original OEF and ISAF missions 
but they also partially disconnected the security and reconstruction 
activities from the training efforts for almost three years.

The disjointed nature of military operations, combined with the 
continuing problem of insuffi cient forces, contributed to both multi-
national coalitions’ failure to secure the population and achieve, in a 
durable manner, the security objectives. On the other hand, the foun-
dations laid by Combined Security Transition Command, particularly 
the building of basing and training infrastructure and the creation of 
the nascent ANSF forces, later proved useful to ISAF. When the train-
ing mission was subsumed into ISAF in 2009, it had a foundation to 
build upon. In the meantime, ISAF was about to face its toughest test.

Fighting Heats Up

The other reason OEF and ISAF missions increasingly blurred together 
was because ISAF could not avoid combat operations as the insurgency 
heated up. In particular, contrary to the expectations refl ected in the 
strategic guidance document— Operation Plan 10302 (which NATO 
issued in December 2005 for the next stages of the expansion)—the 
Canadian, British, and other coalition forces in RC-South could not 
just conduct reconstruction and development activities because they 
found themselves in the middle of serious combat operations by sum-
mer 2006.352 That year was a major test for the Alliance and ISAF 
because the organized nature of insurgent operations shattered the 
assumptions of the allies. By the end of that year, the ISAF coalition 
could no longer maintain it was only there to do stabilization and peace 
operations. The pressure of intense combat operations could have been 
a destructive fraying force. But rather than falling apart, the forces in 
RC-South knuckled under and fought, and ISAF shifted its operational 
approach, even as forces remained thin.
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Meanwhile, the insurgent coalition had a strategy that it began to 
implement in 2002. The core Taliban leaders who had escaped in 2001 
did not consider themselves defeated and did not accept the new Afghan 
government. They believed it was their religious duty to continue fi ght-
ing. They primarily spent 2002 reorganizing, resuscitating networks, 
recruiting, and establishing training camps and bases in  Pakistan. By 
2003, phase I had begun: infi ltration into the east,  southeast, and south-
ern areas of Afghanistan. Small teams began recruiting local fi ghters 
and assessing which villages were receptive to the insurgents. If neces-
sary, they used hostile methods to gain infl uence over local communi-
ties: threats, night letters, or assassination of anyone who cooperated 
with the government (police, doctors, teachers, judges, clerics, govern-
ment offi cials, and NGOs).353 Sporadic attacks, primarily rockets and 
mortar fi re, targeted coalition forces in the south and east.354

By 2004, phase II had begun. This included consolidation of base 
areas in Afghanistan, the creation of authority structures in safe areas, 
and small-scale attacks.355 Insurgent consolidation efforts were aided by 
the light footprint of coalition and Afghan security forces—there was 
no one to stop them. They were also aided by the institutional weak-
ness of the Karzai government, which had a minimal presence outside 
Kabul (and some Taliban recruitment was the result of the predations 
of government offi cials); the autonomy of the provincial governors 
(some of whom sided with the insurgents in the context of local power 
struggles); and the complex networks of criminal activity and corrup-
tion (for example, some Afghans joined the Taliban as a response to 
poppy eradication because they had no livelihood alternatives).356 The 
Taliban and their associates were experts at capitalizing on the cultural, 
economic, and political conditions in the provinces which helped facil-
itate their return.357 However, they were more successful in some areas 
than others in consolidating their presence. In the east, the insurgents 
operated freely in Kunar, Nuristan, and the north of Laghman. In the 
southeast, they established a presence in Ghazni and parts of Paktika 
and Paktia. They were most successful in the south. Most of Zabul 
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came under insurgent control by 2004. Much of the countryside in 
Helmand was under de facto Taliban control by 2006 and insurgents 
penetrated into Kandahar in 2006 and Uruzgan in 2007.358

With the consolidations, insurgent tactics changed. In 2004, attacks 
against coalition forward operating bases increased to almost daily. 
They involved not only rockets, mortar fi re, and snipers, but also 
assaults and ambushes by small groups of insurgents. Attacks against 
Afghan security forces, Afghan offi cials, and aid workers were not con-
fi ned to the eastern-southern border region. The insurgents also began 
kidnappings and they used suicide bombers and IEDs more frequently. 
They also attacked reconstruction projects. By 2005, coalition and 
Afghan security forces as well as infrastructure experienced approxi-
mately fi fty attacks a month.359

By late 2005, the insurgent coalition included ideologically moti-
vated hard-core jihadists, local recruits who joined for a wide vari-
ety of reasons (such as local power struggles, resentment at coalition 
heavy-handedness and collateral damage, and need for money), a small 
number of mercenaries, and the Haqqani and Hekmatyar groups. The 
coalition was so confi dent of its strength in the south by 2006 that it 
moved into phase III, large coordinated offensives.360 The attacks were 
given religious justifi cation by Mullah Omar’s Taliban, which issued 
a fatwa in 2005 that ordered the death of all infi dels and others who 
supported the Afghan government.361

Between March and July, the insurgents launched a series of attacks 
against the Canadians in Kandahar and then massed in Pashmul, about 
twelve miles from Kandahar City, for what appeared to be an imminent 
major attack in August.362 The British also found themselves in seri-
ous, constant combat operations as soon as they deployed into northern 
Helmand Province in the summer.363 The attacks had multiple objec-
tives. Author Antonio Giustozzi concluded that the insurgents were 
so confi dent of their strength that they actually thought they could 
launch a fi nal set of offensives and win the war. This did not turn out 
to be the case because, unexpectedly for the insurgents, ISAF fought 
back and infl icted hundreds of casualties.364 However, the insurgents 
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were also well aware of the ISAF expansion phases and some evidence 
indicates the insurgent attacks were meant to test ISAF resolve. Taliban 
propagandists explicitly stated they wanted to discourage ISAF mem-
bers from deploying troops in the south.365 Failing that, they hoped to 
force the European troops to withdraw because the insurgents believed 
Europeans were weak and would run away if they were struck hard.366 In 
fact, ISAF intelligence sources intercepted message traffi c in December 
2005 in which Taliban leaders talked “about targeting the Dutch and 
other NATO countries to try to get them to retreat, as the Spaniards 
did out of Iraq.”367 Initially, the insurgents were supremely confi dent 
of their abilities. One Taliban spokesman declared, “We are here to 
destroy the British.”368

It was clear for ISAF, as soon as it expanded into the south in 2006, 
that its original plan to conduct reconstruction, development, and 
governance activities, primarily with PRTs, was insuffi cient.369 It had 
a full-blown, well-established insurgency on its hands and its military 
footprint was too light. The previous concerns about creating depen-
dency and being perceived as an occupation force were irrelevant, espe-
cially since the Afghan government and security forces could not fi ll 
the gap. In addition, Pakistan’s efforts to clear its tribal areas of mil-
itants failed in the years before 2008. Initially, Pakistan relied on the 
poorly trained and equipped Frontier Corps, a locally raised paramil-
itary force in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas. But even after 
it began sending large numbers of army troops into the autonomous 
provinces in 2005, it suffered embarrassing defeats and heavy casualties 
at the hands of the insurgents. This led to a series of peace agreements 
that ultimately failed in 2007 when Pakistani insurgent groups launched 
a widespread rebellion. Pakistan allegedly responded quickly to US 
demands to seal the border after 9/11. It established a thousand border 
posts along its 1,559-mile border with Afghanistan, but this was an 
impossible task given the extreme nature of the terrain—high moun-
tains and deep ravines that could not be visually policed. The Pakistani 
military forces were seriously hampered by their lack of four-wheel 
drive vehicles and helicopters.370 The insurgent coalition’s sanctuary 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   85H7580-Hanagan.indb   85 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



86 CHAPTER 3

in Pakistan was therefore secure for years after 2001, guaranteeing the 
next phase of the confl ict.

The massing of insurgent forces in Pashmul was the precipitat-
ing agent for NATO’s fi rst conventional land battle in its history.371 
 According to General Richards, Operation Medusa was “a Second 
World War-style battle for Kandahar.”372 Over the course of two 
weeks, September 1–14, 2006, Canadian, US, and Afghan combat 
forces—assisted by British, Danish, Dutch, and French close air, artil-
lery, and other support—assaulted Taliban forces who had established 
themselves in fortifi ed defensive positions.373 The operation was tac-
tically successful. Hundreds of insurgents were killed and the Taliban 
did not launch any further major operations that year.374 However, 
it was not a glittering example of coalition warfare because requests 
before the operation by the RC-South commander, Brigadier General 
David  Fraser, for combat troops from the European allies were refused. 
He said in frustration, “We found out what NATO could not do. We 
simply couldn’t get everyone we needed . . . the Germans wouldn’t 
come down here; the French company weren’t allowed to come down 
here; and I couldn’t get the Italians . . .” He added that many of the 
enablers he requested, such as intelligence and aviation support, came 
with restrictions due to national caveats.375 Strategically, the operation 
was a draw because even though ISAF did not have suffi cient forces to 
consolidate security and ensure the Taliban did not come back to the 
area later, the battle itself was a signifi cant psychological victory for the 
coalition. It demonstrated to the Afghans that they could trust ISAF’s 
capabilities and it made the Taliban take ISAF seriously.376 However, 
it also demonstrated the operational impact of political decisions. 
National governments had decided where to deploy French, German, 
and  Italian troops. For domestic political reasons they wanted their 
forces to operate in the quiet regions. For ISAF this was an operational 
limitation imposed by political will. The decisions put stress on cohe-
sion when the confl ict intensifi ed. In hindsight, the coalition seems to 
have missed an opportunity in 2006. Despite its ability to launch coor-
dinated operations, the Taliban were still fairly weak and it is possible 
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the insurgents could have been defi nitively defeated if the allied forces 
in the north and west had been allowed to augment RC-South.

That said, the allies recognized that the character of the confl ict 
had changed. They were forced to acknowledge the war wasn’t over, 
nor was it winding down. As a consequence, ISAF adapted. It insti-
tuted counterinsurgency operations under Richards during ISAF IX. 
ISAF was again playing catch-up as it was essentially forced into com-
bat operations by the large, coordinated insurgent attacks. Operational 
adaptation was complicated by the fact that conditions varied widely 
across the provinces. As a result, contributing nations implemented dif-
ferent versions of counterinsurgency.

For example, US forces in RC-East applied a “clear, hold, build, 
and engage” approach in the Korengal Valley in spring 2006. The 
approach relied on constructing combat outposts and inserting Afghan 
army and police forces into them. Afghan security forces, with US sup-
port, were expected to underpin subsequent development and gover-
nance activities. The approach was repeated in several other operations 
later in the year.377 The Dutch deployed into Uruzgan in August 2006 
expecting the same kind of “welcome” the Canadians had received in 
Kandahar. However, they entered and operated in the province in a 
very different way. They were much more cautious. They did not build 
fortifi ed combat outposts; instead they built “multifunctional qalas”—
Pashtun-inspired traditional houses with a guest room for visitors. 
They also emphasized talking and negotiation—with local residents, 
with local government, and with the Taliban. They literally tried to 
come in and operate without fi ghting. By the time the fi rst rotation of 
Dutch troops departed the region, they had coordinated the building of 
roads, bridges, schools, and clinics and they had engaged in no combat 
actions. Over the course of four months, they encountered only eigh-
teen roadside bombs and seven ambushes. No soldiers were killed in 
action.378 In contrast, the British and Canadians each suffered thirty-six 
soldier fatalities that year—signifi cant increases over the previous 
years.379 Subsequent Dutch task force rotations were not as peaceful 
since  Taliban forces infi ltrated the province. Over the course of 2007, 
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Dutch troops adopted a more force-based counterinsurgency posture 
as they began to take casualties and were forced to fi ght.380

Counterinsurgency is not a simple approach. Some coalition actions 
that made sense from a governance perspective actually created more 
confl ict. For example, the British took seriously the problem of cor-
rupt provincial leaders and the corrosive effect they had on the popu-
lation. They successfully pressured the Afghan government to remove 
a power ful warlord, Sher Mohammed, from the Helmand provincial 
governorship in December 2005 because he was deeply involved in 
narcotics traffi cking. However, this had serious negative consequences 
over the next year. Sher Mohammed resented being removed from a 
lucrative power position. Even though he became a senator in Kabul, 
he had lost face at the hands of foreigners.381 He therefore played both 
sides in 2006. He claimed allegiance to Karzai but also ordered his 
militia to fi ght with the Taliban coalition against the British.382 Thus 
a political action directly contributed to the increase in violence in 
 Helmand as the British arrived.

Richards understood that military operations were insuffi cient in 
the long run. Short term tactical military successes had to be followed 
up by governance, reconstruction, and development activities.383 He 
had wide latitude to adjust ISAF’s operational approach and he exper-
imented with various mechanisms to ensure a more effective compre-
hensive approach. Under his command ISAF seemed to demonstrate 
it was a multinational operational force trying to learn and adapt. He 
created an international civilian think tank on his staff to encourage 
broad and creative thinking. He made an overt effort to include civil-
ian advisers in planning and decision efforts to ensure ISAF did not 
default into a “military solution” mode. More important, his com-
mand recognized that one of its most serious challenges was the mis-
match between the development aspirations stated in the Afghanistan 
National  Development Strategy and local capacity. There was no pro-
cess to align intent and action or to ensure “the right project happens in 
the right place and without unnecessary delay.”384 To correct this defi -
ciency, ISAF, with Karzai’s support, created the Policy Action Group, 
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which included the president, key Afghan ministers (security, foreign 
affairs, fi nance, rural development, and education), and all the key 
inter national players (European Union, NATO/ISAF, OEF, United 
Nations, World Bank, relevant ambassadors, and development agen-
cies). This executive group made decisions on where to focus efforts 
and spending. The decisions were translated into actions in Afghan 
Development Zones. This was essentially an “ink-spot” approach that 
concentrated reconstruction, development, and governance efforts in 
secure but strategically important areas that were small to begin with 
but could be expanded.385 The initiative ran out of steam when Richards 
rotated out of command, but a version of his initiative was resusci-
tated under General Stanley McChrystal when he assumed command 
of ISAF in 2009. This was an inherent defi ciency of the constant ISAF 
command rotations. Learning could be lost and initiatives could die 
since each new commander had different priorities.

The unexpected combat challenges of 2006 presented an operational 
crisis to ISAF and a test of political will to national governments. It 
was a critical time when cohesion could have been strained beyond the 
breaking point, causing the coalition to unravel. Multiple factors con-
tributed to the stress. Richards commanded an ISAF that was under- 
resourced; he complained the coalition had only 80 percent of the 
troops it needed.386 The United States could not provide the required 
forces because it was faced with a seriously degenerating situation in 
Iraq and was poised to surge forces there. The shift in the character 
of the confl ict meant the allies and partners were faced with a longer, 
harder, and more costly fi ght than they had expected. The fact that only 
a small number of the thirty-seven contributing nations were carrying 
the burden of  “kinetic operations”—active warfare—led to frustration 
and bitter recriminations. For example, while British and Canadian 
political offi cials were careful not to specifi cally and publicly criticize 
France, Germany, Italy, and Spain, their statements made clear who 
they meant when they pressed for more troops and fewer restrictions. 
The Canadian defense minister, Gordon O’Connor, stated in  October 
2006, “We would like more support from those who are deployed in 
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the west and the north.”387 Retired Canadian Major General Lewis 
MacKenzie echoed his demand, stating that nations contributing to a 
multinational coalition “are not supposed to provide troops with aster-
isks and caveats after them.” He insisted Canada had the right to talk 
tough about the issue because the country had paid for it “with the 
blood of our soldiers and the gold of our taxpayers.”388 A Canadian 
Senate report concluded, “Some of our allies are doing a lot of salut-
ing, but not much marching. So what does this say about the future 
of NATO?”389 British sentiment was equally harsh. A senior Foreign 
Offi ce minister told Parliament that “some European countries’ heli-
copters might as well be parked up in leading European airports for 
the amount of good they are doing in Afghanistan.”390 There were also 
bitter debates within countries. Romano Prodi’s coalition government 
in Italy was repeatedly challenged by radical leftists who demanded the 
country pull its troops out of Afghanistan. It maintained its commit-
ment only by initiating and surviving a vote of confi dence.391 The crit-
icism led to defensive rebuttals. Chancellor Angela Merkel declared 
the 2,900 German soldiers in RC-North were “fulfi lling an impor-
tant and dangerous mission.” Her ambassador to the United Kingdom, 
 Wolfgang Ischinger, argued that deploying the troops to the south 
would “be a mistake because it would create a vacuum” into which the 
Taliban would move. He claimed, “We are not in the north because 
the north is quiet, the north is quiet because we have been there since 
2001.”392 French diplomats refuted Canadian charges of shirking by 
pointing out that fi fty-one French trainers were deployed in the south 
and east to train the Afghan army and 1,100 ground troops secured the 
“fragile” capital. Furthermore, France provided air support to opera-
tions in RC-South via combat aircraft and transport helicopters.393 In 
the face of such bitter words, cohesion surprisingly endured.

The primary strategic driver holding the coalition together was fear 
of the consequences of failure. NATO leaders acknowledged that the 
Alliance’s credibility was on the line in Afghanistan and they stated so 
explicitly at the Riga Summit in November.394 ISAF could not afford 
to be defeated by the insurgent coalition because of the repercus-
sions such a major operational failure would have on the Alliance as 
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a whole.  Concurrently, the secretary general, Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, 
warned he was absolutely convinced a NATO failure would open up 
the possibility for Taliban rule to return, for Afghanistan to become 
a failed state again, and for the country to become “a black hole for 
terrorism training” which would put world security at risk.395 This was 
the glue that sustained political will and held the coalition together 
in 2006. As such, it generated repeated requests for more combat 
troops by NATO’s leaders and the ISAF commander.396 These requests 
were based on optimistic operational assessments. O’Connor claimed 
operations in RC-South had “broken the back of the insurgency.”397 
De Hoop  Scheffer went further, claiming the confl ict “is winnable, it 
is being won, but not yet won.”398 Some countries refused to commit 
more combat forces, such as Turkey.399 But others responded quickly 
and agreed to send more troops: Bulgaria, Canada, Croatia, Czech 
Republic,  Denmark,  Macedonia, Poland, Romania, and Spain.400 Latvia 
epitomized the attitude of the aspirants and new members. It agreed to 
increase its contributions to ISAF because it took its collective security 
responsibilities seriously. It did not want to be a “passive consumer of 
security” and so this small Baltic state stretched itself to participate in 
the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Iraq.401 In recognition of the changed 
character of the confl ict, Alliance members gave their formal permis-
sion for ISAF to conduct combat operations.402 After repeated com-
plaints about restrictive national caveats, the members agreed to loosen 
them. France, Germany, and Italy agreed at Riga to send troops to 
other regions in emergencies.403 These political decisions reduced stra-
tegic and operational pressures and ensured that cohesion endured. The 
coalition did not unravel. All twenty-six NATO members remained in 
ISAF, along with eleven partners. Perhaps fortunately for the coalition, 
the new political resolve was never tested, for the Taliban never again 
launched large offensive operations.

The Alliance’s organizational capacity to adapt to the changed con-
ditions in Afghanistan at the strategic and operational levels continued, 
although it was painful and major disagreements still endured. At a 
NATO Defense Ministerial meeting in September 2005, the United 
States proposed that NATO take overall command of the Afghan 
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FIGURE 1: Number of insurgent attacks and type by week, January 2004 –July 2010. Source: Afghanistan Index: Tracking Variables 
of Reconstruction & Security in Post-9/11 Afghanistan, November 11, 2010.
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mission; the OEF and ISAF operations could merge into a command 
structure that would keep counterinsurgency and peace operations 
separate.404 French, German, and Spanish leaders rejected the idea 
outright because they wanted to retain the distinction between ISAF 
(peacekeeping) and OEF (offensive combat). But the idea did not die. 
De Hoop Scheffer asserted in October that “the situation, at the end 
of the day, of course it will be one operation in one country led by 
NATO . . . but we are not at that stage yet.” He added NATO plan-
ners were exploring a “dual-hatted” command structure that would 
accommodate the naysayers.405 The German defense minister hinted 
his government might accept some compromise on a “one-roof, two 
pillar” command arrangement but no further progress was made on 
the issue of merging for the next three years.406 Political will lagged far 
behind the operational necessities. For a number of European leaders, 
the precedent that would be set by NATO assuming command of such 
a complex and violent mission was too much for them to accept. They 
held on to the belief that NATO could stick to peace and stabilization 
operations until they were slowly forced to acknowledge the opera-
tional realities. Once again, political decisions had an operational effect 
as the main lines of effort—security operations, training, and peace/
stabilization operations—became disjointed and uncoordinated. Over 
time, the distinction between OEF and ISAF lost its meaning as both 
coalitions expanded their activities. This eventually paved the way for 
full operational merging in 2009 and 2010.

The maintenance of cohesion and willingness to fi ght (by some) 
meant the Taliban’s large-scale attacks were defeated in 2006 by rela-
tively small NATO forces using a lot of direct and indirect fi repower. 
To maintain the gains, Richards recommended troop levels be increased 
going into 2007 so that the coalition would be ready for further Taliban 
attacks.407 However, the insurgent coalition shifted tactics in 2007–08. 
It no longer engaged in large, organized attacks by armed groups, so 
the much-anticipated spring offensives never  happened. Instead it 
greatly increased the use of IEDs, suicide bombings, ambushes, and 
assassinations (see fi g. 1).408 While most of the violence still occurred 
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in the south and east, there were more frequent attacks in Kabul and 
in the north and west.409 The Taliban coalition also focused more on 
soft targets such as pro-government civilians and construction projects 
throughout the country. There were reportedly more attacks against 
ISAF and the ANSF. This, however, was attributed to the fact that 
NATO and Afghan forces were increasingly operating in contested 
areas across the country as troop levels increased.410 The increasing 
violence in 2007–08 was refl ected in the number of fatalities, with 
Afghan civilians bearing the brunt: more than 3,000 killed, with the 
vast majority caused by the Taliban.411 Among the military forces, 
the Afghan security forces bore the brunt: the international coalition 
lost 464 troops, the Afghan army lost 505, and the Afghan police lost 
1,215.412 ISAF’s resolve, therefore, continued to be tested.

As violence in Afghanistan increased, terrorist attacks around the 
world continued, including the April 2007 suicide bombings in Algeria 
(thirty-three killed, 222 wounded) and the June 2007 attempted suicide 
bombings in Glasgow (airport damage but no fatalities).413 In a twist of 
fate, the response of the Pakistani government to increasing  Islamist 
militancy actually created more confl ict in Pakistan which affected 
the war in Afghanistan. Militants started using the Red Mosque (Lal 
 Masjid) in Islamabad as a base to launch attacks against local infi del 
activities in January 2007. After failing to negotiate a peaceful sur-
render, the government ordered the Pakistani army to assault it in 
July. This led to a wave of outrage and the formation of the Pakistani 
 Taliban, the Tehrik-i-Taliban-i-Pakistan, which allied with the Afghan 
Taliban and al-Qaeda. They, along with an additional affi liated group, 
the Tehriq-e-Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammedi, revolted in the auto no-
mous provinces of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas and North 
West Frontier Province.414 All previous peace agreements with the 
insurgents became null and void. As a consequence, the Pakistani army 
launched a counteroffensive in November. Given the extensive reach 
of the insurgent groups and their threat to the Pakistani state, the army 
shifted to counterinsurgency operations in 2008 and progressively 
ramped up the scale of its operations.415
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Pakistani military actions were coordinated with the coalitions in 
Afghanistan. Both the OEF and ISAF coalitions understood a regional 
approach was necessary and they created new organizational elements 
and new procedures to develop new relationships and coordinate activ-
ities on the two sides of the Afghan-Pakistan border. When Barno 
assumed command of Combined Forces Command– Afghanistan in 
October 2003, he established the Tripartite Commission. It was orig-
inally a standing committee for senior leaders from OEF and the 
Afghan and Pakistani militaries to meet every two months. Meetings 
rotated between the two countries. While primarily a strategic-level 
forum to build relationships, trust, and confi dence, particularly 
between the Afghans and Pakistanis, it was also a means for Pakistan 
and OEF/Afghanistan to brief upcoming operations and otherwise to 
coordinate military activities. The commission included three stand-
ing subcommittees for counter-IED, border security, and intelligence 
sharing, which met monthly.416 As ISAF prepared to expand into the 
south and east, it was accorded observer status at the sixteenth meeting 
of the Tripartite Commission in April 2006.417 It became a full mem-
ber of the commission in June.418 Then it stepped into the lead inter-
national coalition role when Combined Forces Command–Afghanistan 
deactivated in early 2007.419 Regional communication and coordination 
became more critical as the insurgencies became more virulent on both 
sides of the border. Trilateral cooperation became even closer when 
ISAF, Afghan, and Pakistani forces established a joint intelligence and 
operations cell in Kabul in 2007.420 They then opened jointly manned 
border coordination centers at seven strategic locations, including 
the Torkham Gate, an important crossing point through the Khyber 
Pass, in 2008.421 At the operational level, commanders understood they 
had to work together if they were to defeat the insurgencies. At one 
point during Eikenberry’s leadership of Combined Forces Command–
Afghanistan, he implicitly acknowledged the importance of the sanctu-
aries when he stated Pakistan was the key “because the war will be won 
or lost there.”422 The Taliban coalition was never defi nitively defeated 
during this period, violence increased, and counterinsurgency as an 
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operational approach, as well as the comprehensive approach, could 
not succeed due to insuffi cient resources. Therefore, it can be argued 
the confl ict reached a stalemate by 2008. Neither side was winning.

The period of 2007–08 can also be considered a time when the grind 
of confl ict and violence could have been a pressure that frayed cohesion 
beyond the breaking point. This was a diffi cult period, particularly for 
allies who had joined believing they would only be doing reconstruc-
tion and stability operations. Several of them found they had to fi ght, 
even if their domestic populations, as in Canada, Germany, Italy, and 
the Netherlands, were not supportive of the mission in Afghanistan.423 
The constant requests for additional forces, the inter-ally tensions cre-
ated by perceptions that some allies were not willing to fi ght or take 
casualties, and the escalating costs required to maintain deployed forces 
affected domestic politics, which in turn put pressure on the coalition. 
For example, in October 2007 there was furious public debate in the 
Netherlands as the Dutch Parliament weighed whether to extend the 
mandate of the forces deployed in Uruzgan beyond August 2008. For 
the country, there were countervailing pressures. Militating against an 
extension was the enormous cost of the military mission; it was esti-
mated the two-year (2006–08) deployment of 1,800 troops, fi ghter 
aircraft, and helicopters would cost $1.4 billion. Militating for an 
extension was a desire to expunge the ghost of Srebrenica, when Dutch 
soldiers stood by as thousands of Muslim men were massacred in July 
1995. Added to this moral position was stark recognition of the dan-
gers posed by radical Islam after a recent terrorist attack in the coun-
try.424 The domestic political debate was watched closely by allies and 
partners, particularly those who were integrated into, operated with, 
or depended on the Dutch. The previous year, Australia had deployed 
a battle group devoted to reconstruction activities. But its ability to 
maintain it in Uruzgan was hinged on a Dutch extension since the bat-
tle group was embedded with the Dutch forces and also depended on 
them for protection.425 The Dutch Parliament ultimately decided to 
extend the mandate an additional two years. This was fortunate for the 
coalition because a Dutch “no” decision could have started a spiral of 
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unraveling. In the end—despite the challenges and diffi culty of the 
fi ghting between 2006 and 2008—the ISAF coalition did not fracture 
and no contributing nation pulled out. In fact, the coalition increased 
to forty nations by early 2008.

Cohesion endured for political reasons related to Alliance and 
domestic politics. Too much had been invested for NATO to allow 
failure or for ISAF to withdraw in the near term. While British leaders 
like Des Browne, the defense secretary, and General Richards called it 
a noble cause and said that Afghans deserved the international commu-
nity’s help after all they had been through since the 1980s, one of the 
offi cers interviewed articulated in more concrete terms the reasons for 
Britain’s continuing involvement and its increase in forces from about 
3,000 in 2006 to 9,500 by early 2010.426 He said for Britain, “NATO 
must be seen to have delivered success” in Afghanistan because the 
 Alliance’s viability is a “vital national interest” for the United Kingdom. 
NATO is “really critical for the future because it offers you a credible 
force package and headquarters . . . a deployable capability that can do 
stuff on behalf of the UN . . . and it’s important.” He added, “Britain 
wishes to be a global player . . . [but] we don’t have the resources” to 
do it alone. A viable multinational organization is therefore critical. He 
further described a very particular reason for trying to achieve a British 
success in Afghanistan. He said, “We are adamant to demonstrate to 
the Americans that we are worth . . . we can be trusted . . . We lost a lit-
tle bit of credibility in Iraq” and so the government had “a very strong 
desire to change that [negative American] perception.” Essentially, the 
United Kingdom wanted to regain US respect in order to maintain the 
“special relationship.”427

The collective belief in the legitimacy and importance of the mis-
sion, which underlay the political will of contributing nations even in 
the face of low public support, resulted in public statements of enduring 
commitment by a variety of national and Alliance leaders. The  German 
foreign minister said in mid-2006 that Germany’s “engagement in 
Afghanistan is long-lasting.”428 The Canadian government stated 
it would “fi nish the mission” and “get the job done” in fall 2006.429 
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 Canada then reiterated its commitment in early 2007.430 The New 
Zealand defense minister pledged his country’s commitment to the 
Alliance’s mission shortly after New Zealand troops came under ISAF 
command.431 The US ambassador to Afghanistan, Ronald Neumann, 
and President Bush repeatedly stated that the United States would stay 
committed in Afghanistan.432 This cross-national solidarity was rein-
forced by improved relations between the United States and European 
allies. The anti-American hostility generated by the Iraq War was reced-
ing by 2007 and relations were “on an upswing,” according to Gates.433 
De Hoop Scheffer stated after an informal defense ministers meeting 
in February 2008 that the allies “were of the opinion that we are there 
having entered a long-term commitment.”434 The Alliance’s long-term 
commitment was formally reiterated at the Bucharest Summit in April 
2008.435 This enduring political will was supported by cautious opti-
mism that ISAF could succeed in the end, but there were challenges 
that needed to be surmounted.436 ISAF repeatedly demonstrated its 
operational competence because it defeated the Taliban whenever they 
attacked, and so political leaders developed a level of confi dence in the 
deployed forces. This generated a sort of top-down cohesion.

More important, cohesion was reinforced and sustained from the 
bottom up for organizational reasons. The coalition was deeply multi-
national. Most units and regional forces (battle groups, PRTs, and 
OMLT/ POMLTs) and all major headquarters (from the regional com-
mands to ISAF and even Combined Forces Command–Afghanistan) 
included multiple contributing nations. In RC-North, eighteen nations 
operated together and some of the smaller nations received German 
logistical support (Albania, Croatia, Macedonia).437 In RC-West, a 
Spanish helicopter squadron provided transport, attack, and maneuver 
support to all the multinational forces in the region.438 In RC-South, 
Danish and Canadian armor units, with an Estonian maneuver company 
and medical element, were embedded with the British in Helmand.439 
In Uruzgan, the Dutch task force included combat engineers, a com-
bined arms battle group, and special forces from Australia, a Slovenian 
platoon, and a Singapore medical element.440 Even the predominantly 
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US region of RC-East was multinational. For example, the Polish bat-
talion and brigade battle groups deployed after 2006 were embedded in 
American units in the volatile regions of Paktika and Ghazni.441 A US 
battalion task force commander in Kunar and Wardak Provinces stated 
he operated with a Lithuanian OMLT, which was embedded in one of 
his partnered Afghan army battalions, and Hungarian special forces, 
who trained one of his partnered Afghan police units.442 The battle 
space for another US brigade covered fi ve provinces. The unit operated 
and coordinated with the New Zealand and Turkish PRTs, Norwegian 
special forces, and the French regimental battle group and OMLT in 
its area.443 When Jordan decided to join ISAF it insisted it be embedded 
with US units, so its 800-man combat battalion deployed to RC-East.444 
The nature of national contributions also produced multi-nationality. 
For example, by 2008 the Australian contributions included a special 
operations group operating across the country, a battle group conduct-
ing training and reconstruction that was embedded in the Dutch task 
force in Uruzgan, an engineer task force embedded in the Dutch PRT 
in Tarin Kowt, a detachment of CH-47 transport helicopters embed-
ded with the combat aviation battalion in Kandahar, an air force radar 
detachment in Kandahar, an artillery detachment embedded with a 
British artillery battery in Helmand, and individuals assigned to vari-
ous OMLTs and the RC-South and ISAF headquarters.445

Major operations were multinational. A former Dutch commander 
of RC-South, Lieutenant General Mart de Kruif, described the situa-
tion well:

Now, when [a young Dutch commander] leaves the base, he’s accompa-

nied by Afghan national army and Afghan national police. They are men-

tored by Australians and by French. The camp is guarded by Slovakians. 

His top cover comes from Belgian F-16s and Mirages from France and 

US fi ghters from Bagram. If he gets in a fi ght in troops-in-contact, and 

one of his soldiers is wounded, we call in the MEDEVAC  helicopter from 

the United States, which is accompanied by Apaches from the Dutch Air 

Force. We bring him back to the fi eld dressing station where a surgical 
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team from Singapore saves his life, probably with blood from the British 

blood bank from Helmand. Then we call in a Canadian C-130; we fl y 

him back to Kandahar where nurses from Romania will take him to the 

operating room where a surgeon from the United States will stabilize 

him. We fl y him back with a British plane to the United Kingdom and 

we pick him up there. This is reality . . . on a day-to-day basis.446

The interweaving of units and specialist capabilities, particularly 
combat air support, intelligence, medical, and transport, forced the allies 
to rely on each other. This generated constant training efforts once 
forces arrived in the country. To ensure interoperability, units ironed 
out communication and coordination procedures through exercises 
before crisis situations or combat operations because, as Colonel Horst 
Busch of the German army noted, there was “constant concern” about 
the need to minimize “misunderstandings.”447 Training and operating 
together generated trust and the norms and practices that partners do 
not abandon each other, especially in adversity. In fact, “the heat of bat-
tle” acted as a sort of incubator of cohesion. According to the offi cers 
interviewed, as units fought together, their feeling of mutual trust and 
confi dence tended to increase over time. The bonding was so extensive 
that, according to a Croatian offi cer, Colonel Denis Tretinjak, “From 
the fi rst moment when you got to Afghanistan, actually you forget your 
nationality. You just need to bond with . . . any other level who actu-
ally brings you some support, help, whatever . . .”448 A Polish offi cer, 
Colonel Piotr Bieniek, echoed this sentiment: “There isn’t national-
ity, there’s just the team.”449 A Hungarian offi cer, Colonel Romulusz 
Ruszin, called the deployed military forces “a big family . . . and on the 
ground nobody cares which nation, what kind of uniform you have, 
even the Afghans . . . if you are under attack or kinetic contact, you just 
do your job.”450 A Spanish offi cer who commanded a helicopter squad-
ron in RC-West, Lieutenant Colonel Javier Marcos, stated, “The fl ags 
don’t matter when you are fi ghting . . . the most important thing is that 
you are helping the Afghans and you are fi ghting with other soldiers, 
regardless if he is Italian or American . . . there is no difference in the 
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fi ght. Cohesion was something real, above all in diffi cult situations.”451 
An American offi cer, Lieutenant Colonel  Timothy Davis, attributed 
the high levels of trust to the common values shared by soldiers from 
contributing nations, long-standing relationships from the stationing 
of American and other allied forces in Europe (and decades of training 
and operating together), and the shared ethos of professional soldier-
ing: “I’m a soldier, he’s a soldier. We’re there to protect the people and 
accomplish a mission.”452 Busch observed that the standing multina-
tional formations in Europe, such as the  Eurocorps, German-French 
Brigade, and 1 (German / Netherlands) Corps, generated cohorts of 
offi cers, NCOs, and soldiers who were “used to working with other 
nations, on a day-to-day basis.” This was advantageous in Afghanistan, 
especially at the tactical level, because the troops “would know how 
others would react . . . [they would] know their way of thinking about 
things,”453 which was critical in high-stress combat situations when 
split-second decisions needed to be made. A Danish offi cer, Lieutenant 
Colonel Ken Knudsen, further noted that the familiarity gained from 
working together in various multinational operations also meant “we 
know the differences between our allies.”454 That is, troops with multi-
national experience gained an awareness of the cultural and operational 
differences among the allies and partners and this knowledge helped 
facilitate practical actions. The knowledge and familiarity aided the 
seamless integration of coalition forces and produced both interopera-
bility and cohesion.

The trust and commitment of military forces on the ground also 
seem to have infl uenced national political leaders, and thus sustained 
national policy and political will through the senior military com-
manders. For example, the Spanish offi cer, Marcos, claimed Spanish 
senior military leaders and the minister of defense convinced their 
prime minister to increase troop levels in Afghanistan in 2004 even 
though he had come into offi ce promising “no more troops.”455 The 
political commitment was strong enough for the Spanish defense min-
ister, Jose Bono, to promise Spain would “remain in Afghanistan for 
at least eight [ more] years in order to guarantee stability and  facilitate 
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 reconstruction efforts” during a visit to Herat in August 2005.456 
According to another offi cer:

One of the histories of the British presence in Helmand Province is mil-

itary offi cers, who’ve been blooded or have . . . leading their men, saying 

we’ve got to do more here, we’ve got to do more . . . and that becomes 

a voice. We’ve got to support our troops. We’ve got to get this right. 

We’ve got to get the strategy right, therefore politicians deliver this . . . 

deliver us the right equipment. Deliver us the right manpower levels. 

You have got to own this now, because we’re fi ghting for you and we’re 

fi ghting with these allies . . . and they are critical to us.457

The fi ghting forces, therefore, generated and sustained cohesion from 
the bottom up. Over this period, the various ISAF commanders repeat-
edly asked for more forces. While the coalition forces managed to suc-
cessfully defeat insurgent attacks where they occurred, many times they 
were barely suffi cient.458 Given the hard-won gains, commanders did 
not want to lose them, and they could not do this without more forces, 
either Afghan or coalition, to hold territory, especially since the reli-
ance on overwhelming fi repower could produce unacceptable levels 
of civilian casualties which undermined Afghan support. To assuage 
Afghan government concerns, maintain public support, and counter 
Taliban propaganda, the coalition needed to shift its approach, but it 
took years for this to happen. Force levels were eventually substantially 
increased, the ISAF commanders imposed more restrictive rules of 
engagement to reduce civilian casualties, and the coalition changed its 
operational approach by implementing a coordinated civilian-military 
campaign plan.

As the forces on the ground operated together, NATO’s  strategic-
level organizational capacities incrementally changed in ways that sup-
ported ISAF. The changes were adaptations based on learning. Just as 
ISAF learned and adapted operationally, so did NATO learn and adapt. 
The creation of Allied Command Transformation meant the Alliance 
had the structural capacity to prepare units and specialist teams for 
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deployment. In 2004, the NATO Joint Warfare Center in Stavanger, 
Norway, began providing mission rehearsal training and exercises for 
the ISAF headquarters commanders and staffs before their deployment 
to Kabul.459 In 2007, the new NATO Joint Force Training Center in 
Bydgoszcz, Poland, began providing mission rehearsal training and 
exercises for the regional command headquarters elements as they 
prepared to deploy. In 2008, it began training brigade-, corps-, and 
garrison-level OMLT teams (kandak OMLTs were trained at the US 
Joint Readiness Training Center in Hohenfels, Germany) and in 2010 
it began training POMLTs.460 Due to the diffi culties NATO head-
quarters had in fi lling shortfalls in national force contributions and 
operational enablers (such as transport helicopters), SHAPE instituted 
annual force-generation conferences in November 2004. The confer-
ences identifi ed all of the Alliance’s operational needs (ISAF, Kosovo 
Force, etc.) for the next twelve months. Thus, it tried to minimize 
issuing reactive, short-notice requests for forces. The conferences also 
provided a venue for allies to see how equitable the burden-sharing 
was.461 In November 2005, NATO convened a workshop in Brussels 
for all the countries and organizations involved in PRTs. Discussions 
involved the roles, tasks, and practices of the diverse array of PRTs in 
order to share lessons learned, disseminate best practices, and harmo-
nize PRT activities.462

Some of the incremental changes and adaptations were only par-
tial. For example, the US Army and Marine Corps jointly published 
a new counterinsurgency doctrine in 2006.463 However, during the 
period under examination here, NATO did not have a counterinsur-
gency doctrine.464 There were no uniform standards for certifying bat-
tle groups or for training the PRTs or the army and police training/
mentoring teams. Nations were not required to send their forces to 
the Allied Command Transformation facilities in Norway or Poland. 
The larger contributing nations, such as the United States, United 
Kingdom, France, Italy, Canada, and Germany, developed their own 
national training programs; the smaller contributing nations relied 
on the NATO training infrastructure because they lacked suffi cient 
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national training capabilities. The SACEUR announced a standardized 
system for tracking progress in Afghanistan using sixty-three metrics 
in December 2005.465 But national capitals, as well as ISAF and NATO 
headquarters, had voracious appetites for reports and there was no sin-
gle standard for calculating successes and failures.466 Finally, command 
structures and relationships were incrementally adjusted as force lev-
els increased, missions changed or expanded, and the confl ict intensi-
fi ed. However, by and large, during this period they were disjointed. 
Additional learning and adaptation were clearly needed to ensure more 
effective operations and to break the stalemate.

Fraying forces at the operational level included collective action prob-
lems as NATO got involved in Afghanistan and then expanded ISAF. 
For example, the German forces did not fl y at night, so they could not 
provide MEDEVAC (medical evacuation) support during night oper-
ations; they also did not fl y in bad weather.467 These conditions were 
imposed on the German military by its political authorities, who were 
casualty averse and concerned about low public support.468 According to 
an Italian offi cer, Colonel Alberto Vezzoli, Italian reluctance to loosen 
caveats and its refusal to send troops to the south in 2006 to conduct 
combat operations were related to its constitution, which outlaws war.469 
In fact, this constitutional view was used by the prime minister in 2006 
and 2007 as he fought a political battle against the Italian hard Left. He 
argued the 1,900 Italian forces deployed in Kabul and Herat were not 
engaged in an “undertaking of war” and that the post-World War II con-
stitution which “rejects war as a way of solving international confl icts” 
nonetheless legitimized Italy’s “duty to take part in military missions 
aimed at peace and stability.”470 The coalition had to fi gure out how to 
operate within myriad national constraints. Sometimes partners shifted 
their positions: France, Germany, Italy, and Spain would not perma-
nently send troops to the south but agreed at the Riga Summit to deploy 
them to the region in emergencies.471 This was essentially an ad hoc 
solution that only partially resolved an important operational problem.

It can be argued that many countries constrained what they did due to 
the attributes of their national militaries—their national strategic cul-
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tures, size, and competencies—rather than a desire to free ride. Just as 
there is a collective strategic culture at NATO, so there is national-level 
strategic culture which prescribes when, how, where, and against whom 
military force can be used. The shift in the Alliance’s strategic culture 
after the end of the Cold War was mirrored at the national level and has 
resulted in a wide variation in strategic behavior and military activity 
among the European allies and partners. The variation is quite notice-
able among the smaller countries. Since 1990, both Denmark and the 
Netherlands have shifted from a nationally focused defensive posture 
to an internationally focused one which views war-fi ghting operations 
as legitimate ways for the nations to advance their interests in achieving 
a more peaceful world. Norway and Sweden did not experience such 
a shift. While retaining a belief that the use of force is legitimate for 
national defense, they insisted that confl icts should be solved peacefully 
and the international use of force should be a last resort.472 For them, 
deployment of military forces outside their countries should be for 
humanitarian or peace operations. The consequences of these differing 
views in Afghanistan were the Dutch and Danish willingness to deploy 
battle groups and fi ght in the more volatile south, while the Swedes and 
Norwegians opted to take up the PRT mission in the quieter north. 
Interestingly, the Norwegians experienced a further shift in strate-
gic culture after their PRT was attacked in 2006: it chose to embrace 
war-fi ghting as a means of defense and protection. As a consequence, 
the Norwegian PRT underwent a substantial organizational change 
as combat equipment and combat forces were deployed to RC-North. 
The PRT developed into a hybrid structure, with 600 personnel, which 
merged the stabilization activities of the original element with a bat-
tle group task force.473 In general, strategic culture wields signifi cant 
infl uence over the size and structure of national armed forces and their 
range of operational competence.

For Afghanistan and other multinational operations, European 
countries had much smaller pools of available forces to draw from than 
the United States. The American military was massive compared to 
its allies and partners. In 2005, the US Army numbered 490,000 (also 
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known as the active component). This pool of manpower was aug-
mented by Army Reserve and National Guard forces, of which 150,000 
were activated and deployed with active component forces that year.474 
Thus, the US Army was more than three times larger than the larg-
est European army, Germany’s (table 1). Those European countries 
with conscript armies were further constrained by national laws which 
banned conscripts from being involuntarily deployed on foreign mis-
sions. They relied on volunteers, which necessitated the creation of 
ad hoc units for deployment. Interestingly, as the interviewed offi -
cers from countries with conscript armies talked about the rotations 
of battle groups, PRTs, training/mentoring teams, and special opera-
tion forces, they never mentioned having diffi culty fi nding volunteers. 
Rather, many of them explained they had selection processes to pick the 
best since they had more volunteers than they needed. While eleven of 
the countries listed below phased out conscription between 2003 and 
2011 (Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Sweden), the pool of avail-
able forces for most countries decreased as governments cut defense 
budgets. The largest allies made the deepest cuts. By 2010, the British 
armed forces had been reduced to 180,000, the French armed forces 
to 211,000, and German armed forces to 252,000.475 Moreover, the 
gap between Europe and the United States widened during this time 
because the United States increased its forces. The US Army, active 
component, topped out at 570,000 in 2012.476 These distinct differ-
ences in the sizes of allied and partner armed forces exacerbated the 
tensions over burden-sharing.

Many allies and partners with smaller armies were not organized or 
equipped to conduct high-intensity combat operations, much less com-
plex counterinsurgency operations.477 Their abilities were more limited 
so they volunteered to do the missions where they could be useful. For 
example, Bulgarian, Macedonian, and Slovakian, as well as  Mongolian, 
forces guarded bases. Other countries provided trainers: Albania, 
 Croatia, and Slovenia. Singapore and Malaysia provided medical units. 
Operational competence could change, however, as national armies 
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underwent learning and adaptation over the course of ISAF’s existence. 
For example, the battle groups Romania contributed to RC-South 
incrementally changed. Initially, the country deployed a battalion bat-
tle group to Kandahar, but according to Colonel William Butler, in 
2005, “their national caveats and limitations and constraints” were such 
that “they couldn’t leave the wire at Kandahar airfi eld so they were 
perimeter security.” As a new member of NATO, the country wanted 
to do more so it built a national training facility in Cincu to assist the 

TABLE 1. European armed forces (2002/2003). Source: Jolyon Howorth, “A 
 European Union with Teeth?” in Jabko and Parsons, eds., The State of the 
 European Union, Vol. 7, 50.

Country Prof/Consc Army Navy Air Force Total

Austria Conscript 34,600 0 6,850 34,600

Belgium Professional 24,800 2,450 10,250 39,200

Czech Rep. Conscript 39,850 0 13,100 49,400

Denmark Conscript 14,700 4,000 3,500 22,700

Estonia Conscript 2,550 440 220 5,000

Finland Conscript 19,200 5,000 2,800 31,800

France Professional 137,000 44,250 64,000 260,000

Germany Conscript 191,350 25,650 67,500 296,000

Greece Conscript 114,000 19,000 33,000 177,000

Hungary Conscript 23,600 0 7,700 33,000

Ireland Professional 8,500 1,100 860 10,500

Italy Conscript 116,000 36,000 48,000 216,000

Latvia Conscript 4,000 620 250 5,500

Lithuania Conscript 7,950 650 1,150 13,500

Luxembourg Professional 900 0 0 900

Netherlands Professional 23,150 12,130 11,050 49,600

Norway Conscript 14,700 6,100 5,000 26,600

Poland Conscript 104,050 14,300 36,450 163,000

Portugal Conscript 26,700 10,950 7,250 43,600

Slovakia Conscript 13,700 0 7,000 26,000

Slovenia Conscript 6,500 0 530 9,000

Spain Professional 95,600 22,900 22,750 177,900

Sweden Conscript 13,800 7,900 5,900 33,000

Turkey Conscript 402,000 52,750 60,100 514,850

UK Professional 116,670 42,370 53,620 210,400
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reform of its army. Butler noted the results, which included shifts in 
caveats, in 2006. He said, “They had gotten to a point where they could 
do very short distance patrols in and around Kandahar airfi eld, so it was 
kind of a work in progress, if you will, and that started the evolution of 
them being able to gain greater capacity and then given greater respon-
sibility.” By 2008, the Romanian battle group had moved to Zabul and 
undertaken security responsibilities within the province. By 2011, the 
battle group had grown to a brigade-size element and was responsible 
for the entire province.478 The myriad of capabilities and competencies 
of the contributing nations required an ISAF staff skilled at knitting 
the multitude of smaller contributions into the overall coalition. This 
included the ability to shift forces around as they changed in opera-
tional competence and as national caveats shifted. The complexity and 
constant change were persistent pressures on coalition cohesion.

The plethora of ongoing multinational missions worldwide put fur-
ther pressure on the coalition because national governments did not 
have an unlimited pool of military resources. In effect, political will 
was strained by other multinational deployments which constrained 
ISAF. As mentioned above, the coalition never had suffi cient resources 
during this period to achieve its campaign objectives. The competing 
multinational missions included the ongoing stabilization missions in 
Bosnia and Kosovo. By 2004, the United Nations had legitimized the 
stabilization mission in Iraq and thirty-nine countries joined a multi-
national effort comprised of 163,930 military forces. Poland and the 
United Kingdom had also volunteered to be lead nations for two of 
the fi ve regional commands, Multinational Division Center–South 
and Multinational Division South-East.479 The British contribution to 
Iraq was large in relative terms (more than 8,000 in 2004, reduced to 
about 4,500 in 2007). However, the war degenerated badly, forcing the 
United Kingdom to stay longer than originally intended, which had 
consequences for Afghanistan. Between 2006 and 2008, Britain found 
itself fi ghting “two campaigns without being able to resource either of 
them properly” and consequently it found itself “mowing the grass” in 
Helmand—repeating tactical operations in the same areas over and 
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over because it did not have suffi cient forces to hold what it cleared.480 
In the United States, Gates realized he had a similar resource problem 
in 2007. President Bush announced the surge in Iraq the same month 
that US commanders in Afghanistan requested more forces. Gates real-
ized he could not “deliver in both places at once.” While he was able 
to provide some of the requested forces to Afghanistan, the Iraq surge 
meant US “ground forces were stretched very thin.”481 France also felt 
the pressure. In 2007, it had 16,000 forces deployed in multiple loca-
tions (Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Lebanon, Balkans, and Afghanistan), so as 
with other nations it was spread thinly and did not have a lot of excess 
to deploy to Afghanistan.482 In addition to active deployments, allies 
and partners were further constrained by their commitments to the 
NATO Response Force and EU battle groups. National units serving 
six-month rotations on standby for NATO or the European Union 
could not be deployed for other missions. The wide variation in abil-
ities was a weakness for the coalition. ISAF could not plug-and-play 
contributions. That is, it could not move forces around to the places 
they were most needed without taking into consideration the attributes 
and caveats of individual contributions.

The diverse nature of national military capabilities and the wide 
range of ISAF’s missions required headquarters staffs that would knit 
the various contributed elements together in the most effective man-
ner possible. This was a time-consuming, often diffi cult, continuous 
process, since most contributing nations maintained short troop rota-
tion periods—six months was common. Their efforts were compli-
cated by overlapping OEF and ISAF mandates. OEF forces operated 
 independently in the north and west in 2004 –05 during the ISAF 
expansion. NATO’s assumption of all the regional commands did not 
centralize command and control. Largely autonomous OEF forces (the 
training command and special operations forces) were still operating 
throughout the country. Furthermore, there was no unity of effort 
within ISAF.

Even though the ISAF headquarters created campaign plans that 
were sent to Joint Force Command Brunssum for formal approval, 
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the ISAF commander left it to the regional commanders to carry out 
operations independently and individually. Not only did each of the 
regional commands essentially “fi ght their own war,”483 but, accord-
ing to Colonel Johannes Hoogstraten of the Netherlands, who served 
in the regional headquarters, RC-South itself had three different con-
fl icts ongoing in Helmand, Kandahar, and Uruzgan and there was no 
cooperation between the provinces.484 This decentralized execution of 
military activities produced major problems. Some of the offi cers inter-
viewed commented that the Taliban coalition recognized the lack of 
coordination and cooperation within ISAF and subsequently exploited 
the seams between the regional commands. The confl ict developed a 
kind of “whack-a-mole” character as a result, which produced frustra-
tion among the coalition partners. For example, two of the interviewed 
PRT commanders were in the country at the same time. Colonel 
Ruszin commanded the Hungarian PRT in Baghlan in RC-North and 
 Lieutenant Colonel Hugh McAslan commanded the New Zealand 
PRT in Bamiyan in RC-East. They both commented on the problem 
of insurgents crossing the operational boundary from Baghlan into 
 Bamiyan to conduct attacks. In one attack, several New Zealand sol-
diers died. The New Zealand commander blamed the Hungarians for 
the casualties and criticized their inability, as the battle space owners, to 
secure the area on their side of the operational border. While acknowl-
edging the rugged terrain, McAslan said, “They didn’t come down to 
that area . . . very infrequently . . . so you had a real sort of hole in that 
area.” The Hungarian commander tried to smooth over the tensions 
by visiting the PRT in Bamiyan and inviting McAslan to visit Baghlan 
so they could improve mutual understanding.485 The Norwegian PRT 
commander and battle space owner, Colonel Ivar Omsted, commented 
on a similar problem between RC-North and RC-West. He said, “My 
biggest problem was the border issue with RC-West. I was not allowed 
to cross the border. So all the bad guys, when we pushed them too hard, 
they just disappeared . . . either into Turkmenistan or further west into 
Badghis” in RC-West.486 Colonel Tretinjak described a similar situa-
tion. His OMLT accompanied his kandak on an Afghan- Norwegian task 
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force operation that ended up pushing Taliban forces from  Meymaneh 
in Faryab Province (RC-North) into Ghormach in Badghis Province 
(RC-West). A week later, an RC-West operation did the opposite; it 
pushed the Taliban forces back into RC-North. Tretinjak indicated his 
frustration with the situation by saying, “That was a really shocking 
experience for me . . . that we cannot achieve any coordination between 
big guys [RC-North and RC-West regional leadership] in the area. It 
was just a wasting of time, I guess.”487  Overall, the command and con-
trol structures and processes were unwieldy during this period and they 
created an additional vulnerability for the coalition. Personal relation-
ships became critical. In fact, all of the offi cers interviewed remarked 
on the importance of personal relationships among the troops of the 
contributing nations. They agreed good relationships were sometimes 
the only thing that ensured coherence.

The overlapping of ISAF and OEF was more than geographic. For a 
time, both coalitions were engaged in combat operations as well as sta-
bilization and reconstruction. In other words, both of them conducted 
counterinsurgency operations, supported security sector reform activ-
ities, mentored and operationally partnered with the Afghan army, 
trained the ANSF, and conducted PRT activities. Redundancy and 
overlap among the three areas of military activity occurred. Battle 
groups conducted security operations as well as governance—which 
included key leader engagements, shuras (consultative assemblies), and 
coordination with province and district leaders—and other training 
and stabilization activities. PRTs conducted governance, development, 
reconstruction, and humanitarian activities as well as security opera-
tions and training-partnering-mentoring. OMLTs conducted training-
partnering-mentoring activities and accompanied Afghan units on 
security operations while coordinating air, fi re, and medical support.488 
The three areas of military activity were frequently uncoordinated, 
despite the overlap. However, at times they blended completely. For 
example, Colonel Tretinjak, team leader for an OMLT in RC-North, 
described a joint Afghan-coalition operation in 2008 that encompassed 
a battle group, PRT, and OMLT. His OMLT deployed with its kandak 
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to Meymaneh in Faryab Province for an Afghan-led security operation. 
The Norwegian task force in the region was a combined battle group 
and PRT. It operated with his Afghan partners while his OMLT coor-
dinated emergency combat and medical support.489

The OEF and ISAF coalitions slowly realized that their most cru-
cial long-term activity was training and equipping the Afghan secu-
rity forces. Just how diffi cult the process would be also slowly became 
evident. For example, there was an unprecedented need to institute 
literacy education and basic skills training, like drivers’ training, for 
both the army and police.490 Leaders perceived that a capable ANSF 
would be the agent that would allow the multinational forces to even-
tually withdraw, but the increasing violence over time meant they pro-
gressively increased the end-strength goals for the Afghan National 
Army and Afghan National Police. In December 2002, the coalitions 
and Afghan government initially set the goals of building a 70,000-
man Afghan army and 62,000-man Afghan National Police force by 
2006.491 In February 2008, they revised the goals to 80,000 army and 
82,000 national police by 2010.492 In September 2008, they revised 
the army goal again to 134,000 by 2013. By the end of 2008, 79,000 
army members and 75,954 national police offi cers were on duty.493 The 
constant revisions upward meant the coalitions were constantly play-
ing catch-up in the training missions. Commanders repeatedly high-
lighted their shortages in trainers. By 2008 both Combined Security 
Transition Command–Afghanistan and ISAF could articulate in hard 
numbers what their requirements and shortfalls were. For example, at 
the end of the year, American ETTs required 2,225 trainers, but only 
1,138 were assigned (50 percent fi ll); 2,375 trainers were required for 
the US police mentoring teams, but only 886 were assigned (37 percent 
fi ll); and NATO had fi lled only forty-two of the 103 OMLT teams it 
had promised.494 These shortfalls were one reason the PRTs and battle 
groups took up training and mentoring too. As Afghan National Army 
forces increased over time and were stationed across the country in the 
various army corps, they needed assistance in order to increasingly be 
involved in operations.

H7580-Hanagan.indb   112H7580-Hanagan.indb   112 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



AUGUST 2003–SEPTEMBER 2008: NATO GETS INTO THE GAME 113

As soon as Afghan security forces were available, they were employed 
in partnership with coalition forces. The Afghan army began joint 
patrols in Kabul in 2003 with ISAF’s multinational brigade.495 The 
Afghan army and police supported the elections in 2004 and 2005.496 
Afghan army kandaks began assisting special operations forces in the 
south in 2004.497 By 2006, almost all ISAF operations against the 
Taliban involved Afghan army participation.498 The standing up and 
employment of Afghan security forces occurred while the militias were 
dismantled under the DDR program, which was formally declared 
complete in July 2005.499

Overall, there was tremendous pressure on the ISAF coalition during 
the hard time of 2006–08. The multiple potentially destructive fraying 
forces could have strained cohesion beyond the breaking point. First 
there was the shock of tough combat in 2006 which shattered the initial 
assumptions about the character of the confl ict. Then there was the 
grind of escalating violence through 2008. The ISAF coalition came 
to realize it could not just engage in stabilization and reconstruction 
but had to be ready to engage in complex counterinsurgency opera-
tions. Its effectiveness was undermined by political decisions regard-
ing national caveats and where governments were willing to deploy 
their forces. In addition, reluctance to commit signifi cant forces to 
Afghanistan, in combination with competing international operational 
demands, meant ISAF never had suffi cient resources. This increased 
the risk for the coalition, which in turn translated into casualties. The 
shortfalls in troops and enabling capabilities forced commanders to rely 
extensively on overwhelming direct and indirect fi re support. This in 
turn resulted in collateral damage that eroded Afghan support. The 
political and operational stresses produced intense intra-alliance acri-
mony about burden-sharing as the confl ict turned out to be longer, 
harder, and costlier than expected. Disagreements on the role and pur-
pose of OEF and ISAF and the disjointed nature of their command and 
control relationships, despite their functional and geographic overlap-
ping, hindered the coherent execution of the comprehensive approach. 
 Furthermore, the decentralized execution of operations within the 
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regions led to short-term tactical gains. This produced frustrations 
among the forces on the ground and a widespread perception that the 
international effort was a failure.

Taken together—and based on the historical experiences of alli-
ances and coalitions—the pressures militating against cohesion (cen-
trifugal forces) should have fractured the coalition. However, they did 
not, for they were outweighed by the pressures militating for cohesion 
(centripetal forces). The coalition held together due to the interaction 
of the two drivers. Political will endured, derived from multiple Alli-
ance and domestic political infl uences. These included humanitarian 
and moral aspirations, solidarity in the face of a shared terrorist threat, 
and the overriding belief that ISAF’s defeat by the Taliban would be 
fatal for NATO as a security institution. As such, national govern-
ments incrementally made critical decisions which reduced strategic 
and operational pressures. Political will was sustained by cautious opti-
mism that ISAF could prevail over the Taliban because the incremental 
adaptations seemed to make the coalition more effective. This top-
down cohesion was supported by the bottom-up cohesion produced by 
bonding at the operational and tactical levels through shared adversity. 
Together, the drivers produced continuing cohesion even as the differ-
ences in national strategic culture, availability of military resources, and 
variation in operational competence made knitting together the coali-
tion extremely complex. This was an enduring weakness for the coali-
tion especially as it grew from thirty-one to forty nations and included 
new countries such as Azerbaijan, Georgia, Jordan, and Ukraine.

Surprisingly, the hard time of 2006–08 led to further commitments 
by many allies and partners. Between spring 2006 and November 2008, 
coalition forces signifi cantly increased from 9,000 to 51,100 (see appen-
dix 3). ISAF seemed to demonstrate it was a learning organization as 
it fought back (Operation Medusa was a signifi cant psychological suc-
cess), shifted its operational approach, and undertook new missions in 
training, mentoring, and counterinsurgency. In short, both ISAF and 
NATO learned and adapted to the changed character of the confl ict 
as NATO got into the game. After a limited beginning in Kabul in 
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2003, by 2008 the ISAF footprint encompassed the whole country and 
was comprised of fi ve regional commands along with the ISAF head-
quarters, twenty-six PRTs, a multitude of training/mentoring teams, 
and a wide variety of battle groups. However, the major shortfall in 
ISAF’s coalition operations was the continued national unwillingness 
to commit suffi cient resources to ensure success. This contributed to 
the “catching-up” nature of coalition activities during this period.

Between 2003 and 2008, major positive developments in  Afghanistan 
included the completion of the Bonn Agreement by the holding of presi-
dential and parliamentary elections and the initiation of the  Afghanistan 
Compact. The economy more than doubled in six years, more than fi ve 
million children were enrolled in school, and more than 2,400 miles of 
roads were paved.500 But despite this progress, there was a perception 
of failure since the confl ict was at a stalemate. By 2007–08, the Bush 
administration realized something needed to change and it took the 
initial, tentative steps toward assuming a leading role.  American con-
cerns about the confl ict were paralleled at NATO headquarters. After 
consultation, plans were made to increase troop numbers and adjust 
the command and control confi guration.501 President Bush decided to 
increase US forces over the course of 2007 and 2008 in what he called 
a “silent surge.” Troop numbers rose from 21,000 to over 35,000. He 
doubled reconstruction funding, increased PRTs, ordered more civil-
ian experts to Afghanistan to help the ministries in Kabul become more 
effective and less corrupt, and encouraged the allies and partners to 
do more.502 The president also decided to establish better unity of 
command for US forces and to improve coordination between ISAF 
and OEF. General David McKiernan took command of ISAF in June 
2008 and later took command of the OEF forces ( Combined  Security 
 Transition Command–Afghanistan and Combined Joint  Special 
Operations Task Force–Afghanistan) in  October 2008.  Furthermore, 
allied assessments of the situation resulted in signifi cant decisions that 
changed entirely the scope of the coalition’s activities.
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CHAPTER 4

October 2008–December 2014: 

NATO Surges

By fall 2008, the international coalition recognized it was in an unten-
able position as insurgent violence continued to rise. The allies and 
partners knew something needed to change if ISAF was to break the 
Taliban momentum. As a consequence, national governments, NATO 
headquarters, and the ISAF headquarters initiated a variety of strate-
gic reviews. At the same time, multilateral and bilateral forums which 
included key Afghan representatives held intensive discussions about 
Afghanistan. De Hoop Scheffer articulated the common view in 
 February 2009: NATO allies and partners, through the ISAF coalition, 
needed to do more.503 The question was what and how.

The answers—developed through a series of discussions and consul-
tations at formal and informal defense and foreign minister meetings 
in 2008 and 2009—ultimately refl ected substantial changes in the two 
drivers of the analytical framework. The United States, under its new 
president, Barack Obama, decided to substantially increase its contri-
butions in both personnel and material resources and take a leading 
role in the coalition. The surge in US commitment, particularly the 
tripling of forces deployed from 35,000 to over 100,000, sustained the 
collective political will of the allies and partners and led to further con-
tributions from them. It also facilitated a signifi cant change in ISAF’s 
organizational structure, multiple adaptations in its operating proce-
dures, and an expansion in its activities as OEF and ISAF fully merged. 
Although the ISAF coalition knew it still had a long, hard road ahead 
of it, the massive increase in resources fi nally gave it the means to pros-
ecute a more effective counterinsurgency campaign and implement a 
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more robust comprehensive approach: civilian and military efforts in 
the domains of security, economic development, and governance.

The changes in the coalition’s organizational capacity produced 
more effective operational action, which in turn reinforced political 
commitment. In fact, the confl ict shifted in 2010 when coalition and 
Afghan forces started to gain the upper hand due to erosions in Taliban 
capabilities. While national governments were openly starting to think 
about the timeline for withdrawal that year, the progressive improve-
ments in Afghan army and police capabilities enabled the coalition to 
sustain its gains as it transitioned responsibility for security to Afghan 
forces between 2011 and 2013 and then conducted its withdrawal. In the 
end, the combination of the two drivers sustained cohesion throughout 
the period examined in this chapter: October 2008 through the end of 
the ISAF mission in December 2014.

The Confl ict Escalates and NATO Changes Direction

Insurgent violence—IED attacks, suicide bombings, small arms, mor-
tar, and rocket attacks, and small-scale ambushes—was on a greatly esca-
lating trend between 2008 and 2010 as the Taliban coalition regained 
some territory and fought hard against a strengthening ISAF. During 
this period, the confl ict spiraled into more intense fi ghting because the 
ISAF coalition increasingly operated and remained, in partnership with 
ANSF forces, in areas that had previously been uncontested as their 
troop levels increased. The coalition was also increasingly successful in 
deactivating and clearing IEDs before they exploded, based on infor-
mation provided by local Afghans (see fi g. 1, page 92, and fi g. 2).

As the confl ict escalated, coalition nations, NATO, and ISAF con-
ducted major strategic assessments as they consulted together. The 
result was a succession of decisions in 2008 and 2009 that dramati-
cally increased resources. Between November 2008 and November 
2010, coalition forces almost doubled from 70,100 to 130,930.504 The 
coalition also agreed to undertake major organizational changes that 
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enabled activities that were substantial orders of magnitude larger than 
previous combat and noncombat operations.

The Bush administration’s review and planning effort in the latter half 
of 2008 started the process. It was a coordinated effort among the presi-
dent’s National Security Council, the new commander of  CENTCOM, 
General David Petraeus, NATO, ISAF, and the UN Assistance Mission 
in Afghanistan.505 The fi rst major change for the multinational coali-
tion was the president’s decision to appoint  McKiernan as the com-
mander of OEF forces in October 2008. This was meant to improve 
coordination between the OEF and ISAF coalitions.506 The dual- 
hatting of McKiernan improved the US operational unity of effort but 
it did not establish unity of command for the rest of the multinational 
forces. While Combined Security Transition Command–Afghanistan 
and Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force–Afghanistan came 
under McKiernan’s command, they were still formally separate from 
the ISAF mission, so the ANSF training and mentoring mission, as well 
as special operations, remained de-linked from the security and stability 
operations of ISAF. The new command arrangements put McKiernan 
in a position where he reported to two different command chains: to 
NATO for ISAF operations and to CENTCOM for OEF operations. 
This meant military operations remained disjointed, with neither unity 
of command nor unity of effort for all the multinational forces.

In fact, the whole coalition suffered from very complex command 
and control structures. McKiernan’s position was not unique in that 
he was required to serve multiple masters. Each contributing nation 
designated a national contingent commander. These senior offi cers in 
Afghanistan held a wide variety of positions. Some held “just” the job 
of contingent commander, which allowed them to focus on supporting 
their national forces. But others were dual hatted with another respon-
sibility such as serving as a PRT commander, a battle group com-
mander, or as a commander or staff member in a regional command or 
in the ISAF headquarters. They were required to report back to, and 
were ultimately answerable to, their national governments, as well as 
to serve the ISAF/NATO chain of command.507 This complexity was 
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unavoidable because it was an enduring aspect of NATO. Even when 
operating in multinational formations, sustainment and logistical sup-
port remain the responsibility of the contributing nations.

The United States further complicated the situation when it created 
US Forces–Afghanistan in October 2008 when McKiernan took over 
Combined Security Transition Command–Afghanistan and Combined 
Joint Special Operations Task Force–Afghanistan (see appendix 1). 
This new command fi lled the gap CENTCOM created when it deac-
tivated Combined Forces Command–Afghanistan in 2007. It brought 
all American forces under one commander. The command had the 
institutional capacity to provide the administrative and logistical sup-
port that the RC-East headquarters had been incapable of providing 
to the increasing US footprint. (Headquarters RC-East had become 
the default national support element for all US forces when Combined 
Forces Command–Afghanistan deactivated.) However, US Forces–
Afghanistan was also partially merged with the ISAF headquarters. For 
example, a US offi cer was dual hatted to serve as the personnel offi -
cer for both ISAF headquarters and US Forces–Afghanistan. But if a 
senior staff position in ISAF headquarters was fi lled by an allied nation, 
the United States created a mirror position in US Forces–Afghanistan. 
For example, in 2010 the deputy commander of ISAF was a British 
offi cer and the ISAF chief of staff was a German offi cer, so US Forces– 
Afghanistan created mirrored positions fi lled by Americans for its 
headquarters staff.508 Staff offi cers within the various departments also 
worked for both elements. This created a confusing situation which 
was never rectifi ed. Overall, the command and control structures 
remained too unwieldy. They needed further change, particularly as 
violence continued to increase.

While the Bush administration was conducting its review,  McKiernan 
requested additional forces—three combat brigades and an aviation 
brigade—totaling about 20,000 troops. The president supported the 
increase in forces, but since the troop deployments would not occur 
until 2009, the administration decided to quietly pass its support for 
the review’s recommendations and the troop increase to the incoming 
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Obama administration. The ISAF staff was aware of the proposed surge 
and began preparing for the reception of additional forces in fall 2008, 
for it is a complex undertaking to deploy large numbers of troops into 
an already mature theater. Colonel George Woods, who was involved 
in the planning, said in an interview that the staff discussed in depth 
where to put the troops because the command would have to ensure 
new infrastructure was built to house and support the forces as they 
fl owed in. He said they decided on a “troop infusion in the south to 
try to stem the tide of the Taliban sort of rebirth . . . regrowth if you 
will . . . they were really starting to make some signifi cant damages to 
the coalition efforts there. I mean the Canadians and the Brits were 
notoriously the hardest hit forces anywhere in Afghanistan, in terms 
of casualty rates, so it was becoming intolerable.” He added the US 
Marines, who “were campaigning pretty hard to be the force selected” 
for the fi rst wave of US troop increases, were ultimately deployed into 
Helmand. He also acknowledged that the staff was looking into the 
future and that it was aware of national-level political discussions in 
Canada and the Netherlands. He said, “We were looking at trying to 
be able to use Kandahar airfi eld as the next hub, if you will, of US activ-
ities” because the command expected the Canadian combat forces “to 
be reduced in 2011, we knew that, as was the Dutch effort in 2010. So 
some additional US forces would have to be put into theater to, I think, 
eventually transition [RC-South] into a US headquarters.”509 Decisions 
that helped relieve the strain on allies who were carrying a signifi cant 
part of the combat burden contributed to the maintenance of coalition 
cohesion.

In February and March 2009, President Obama approved an increase 
of over 21,000 troops as he simultaneously announced his strategy for 
Afghanistan after an initial strategic review.510 The new administration’s 
assessments and reviews continued the rest of the year. Senior offi -
cials—the vice president, secretary of state, and defense secretary—
consulted with NATO allies and partners and kept them informed 
throughout the year.511 Gates and the NATO secretary general, Anders 
Fogh Rasmussen, also tasked McChrystal to conduct a comprehensive 
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review when he assumed command of ISAF in June 2009.512  McChrystal 
concluded that the security situation was serious and deteriorating but 
success was achievable if signifi cant changes were undertaken.513 He 
requested another large force increase: 40,000 troops. After extensive 
and contentious deliberation, the president announced in  December 
2009 that the United States would send an additional 30,000 troops 
the next year.514 The surges in US forces meant the American commit-
ment to ISAF increased from about 15,000 troops before Bush’s silent 
surge to 90,000 by October 2010. (The combined American OEF and 
ISAF force levels increased from about 21,000 to 101,000 during this 
time.515) The United States therefore clearly communicated its concern 
about the seriousness of the security situation and increased its com-
mitment to Afghanistan to try to make ISAF operations more effective. 
These political decisions also relieved a great deal of pressure on the 
coalition.

While Obama’s surge announcement in December 2009 refl ected 
a signifi cant change in direction, which was welcomed by the allies, it 
also created some uncertainty. It meant the United States would assume 
a leadership role as ISAF transformed its command and control confi g-
uration and modifi ed its operational approach once again. The presi-
dent’s remark that the US commitment was not open ended, that forces 
would begin withdrawing in July 2011, and that combat operations 
would end by 2014, opened the door for the allies and partners to start 
overtly planning for the ISAF transition and withdrawal.  However, the 
July 2011 date was widely misinterpreted by many Afghans who feared 
international abandonment once again. To create some damage con-
trol, Gates bluntly stated at the June 2010 NATO Defense Ministerial 
meeting that the July 2011 date was the start of a process. Any transition 
to ANSF and coalition withdrawal would depend on the recommenda-
tions of the ISAF commander, the senior civilian representative, and 
the Afghan government based on security conditions on the ground. 
He also repeatedly reassured the Afghans that the drawdown would be 
gradual.516 In the end, the United States did not withdraw surge forces 
until 2012. The secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, also assured the 
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Karzai government that the US commitment would endure “long after 
the combat troops have left.”517

As the US administration increased troop levels it pressed the 
allies and partners to do the same. Rasmussen echoed the requests.518 
SHAPE formalized the process by adding the need for additional 
troops to its statement of requirements for ISAF.519 With the signifi -
cant increases in military forces, better coordination and implementa-
tion of operations and training became more important. The existing 
command and control confi guration was wholly inadequate. In fact, it 
actually worked against the synchronization of activities. Woods was 
involved in the command restructuring and then served as the adviser 
for Afghanistan’s minister of defense at the time, Abdul Rahim Wardak. 
Woods said, “There was an awful lot of confusion and lack of coor-
dination that were going on because of separate mandates and chains 
of command.”520 Furthermore, as ISAF’s activities and span of control 
increased, the ISAF commander was forced to balance strategic, diplo-
matic, and political responsibilities with the operational responsibilities 
of a fi ghting commander. This did not work well. He and the ISAF staff 
should have been focusing on the big picture and coordinating at the 
national level with the Karzai government, the UN Assistance  Mission 
in Afghanistan, allied and partner ambassadors, and the multitude of 
international organizations engaged in the country. Instead, he was 
constantly pulled down to focus on the operational and tactical levels, 
especially as the confl ict escalated.521 The surge in resources put further 
pressure on the command.

Leaders at the national, strategic (NATO), and coalition levels knew 
the command and control confi guration needed to change. At the same 
time, consensus was emerging within NATO and the coalition partners 
that they needed to step up support for the ANSF in training, equip-
ping, and mentoring because this would ultimately be the vehicle for 
the security transition and the coalition’s withdrawal.522 After a series 
of discussions, political authorities agreed on a major organizational 
change: the coalition would establish two intermediate commands 
between the ISAF headquarters and the regional commands. The deci-
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sion allowed a signifi cant adaptation that improved the coalition’s oper-
ational effectiveness. It also fi nally ended the years-long debate about 
the merging of OEF and ISAF.

The genesis for the fi rst of the commands, the NATO Training 
 Mission–Afghanistan, included discussions at the informal defense 
ministerial meeting in Krakow, Poland, in February 2009 and the sub-
sequent foreign ministerial meeting in Brussels in March. The allies 
formally announced their decision to create NTM-A at the April 2009 
NATO Summit at Strasbourg, France-Kehl, Germany.523 The com-
mand would concentrate on the higher-level training and mentoring of 
the Afghan National Army and Afghan National Police. The Combined 
Security Transition Command–Afghanistan with its ongoing activities 
would merge into it, bringing all ANSF training and mentoring activ-
ities and ministerial development and mentoring programs into one 
unifi ed command.524 The merger was not inconsequential. By 2009, 
the Combined Security Transition Command was a huge organization 
with 15,000 civilian and military personnel spread around the country 
in the headquarters staff and the regional support elements, in the basic 
training institutions in Kabul, in the army and police regional training 
facilities, in the hundreds of army and police training and mentoring 
teams, and in the ministries as mentors. Combined Security Transition 
Command–Afghanistan was also not deactivated as NTM-A stood up 
due to US national caveats. The United States provided the vast pre-
ponderance of funding for the Afghan security forces, which was used 
to generate and integrate the Afghan forces; train, develop, equip, and 
sustain the forces; build and maintain infrastructure; and build minis-
terial capacity. By 2012, this cost $12 billion a year. Therefore, annual 
funding laws authorized by Congress required that US commanders 
maintain control and fi duciary responsibility.525 As such, NTM-A and 
Combined Security Transition Command had to merge and its com-
mander had to be a US offi cer. This US law and national caveat also 
meant the ISAF command structures remained complex.

The genesis of the ISAF Joint Command (IJC) followed a simi-
lar sequential process. Gates stated in his memoir that leaders in the 
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Defense Department began considering the idea of creating a deputy 
ISAF commander with some sort of operational headquarters that 
would be in charge of the day-to-day fi ght in spring 2009.526 The idea 
was discussed in Alliance forums and the defense ministers agreed in 
principle to create a new headquarters during a ministerial meeting in 
Brussels on June 12, 2009.527 McChrystal fl eshed out the concept for 
the major change to the ISAF command structure in his comprehensive 
review. The new IJC would give the coalition an operational planning, 
command, and management capability it had previously lacked. Its focus 
on coordinating day-to-day combat operations and the civil-military 
activities of the PRTs would enable a more effective implementation 
of the comprehensive approach. The North Atlantic Council approved 
the proposal on August 4, 2009.528 With the command restructuring, 
OEF and ISAF operations merged almost completely (special opera-
tions were still partially separate).

However, while a deliberate effort had been made to rationalize the 
command and control relationships and structures and make them 
more effi cient, some complexity still remained. For example, IJC and 
NTM-A /Combined Security Transition Command overlapped in a 
number of ways. Offi cers involved in the planning and restructuring 
process acknowledged that the command structure was not ideal. Nor 
could it be. Lieutenant Colonel Jeffrey Dickerson was one of the plan-
ners who assisted in the creation of IJC. He said, “I got to become very 
intimately aware of the command structures in Afghanistan . . . and it 
was very, very unique and there were a lot of different nuances that you 
had to take into account. The lines just weren’t clear and you couldn’t 
make them clear in some instances.”529 Another offi cer who experienced 
the restructuring, Lieutenant Colonel Christopher Moretti, observed 
that “if you want to keep this coalition together” you have to compro-
mise.530 Ineffi cient and complex command structures and relationships 
were therefore enduring weaknesses for the coalition. For the troops 
deployed to Afghanistan, it was the cost of multi-nationality.

Once overarching decisions were announced in NATO forums, the 
coalition staff had to fi gure out the nuts and bolts of implementation. 
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These would include identifying the functions and compositions of the 
new commands and building infrastructure to support and house them 
and then moving people and equipment. The organizational changes 
required some reshuffl ing of billets. That is, some ISAF headquarters 
billets were moved to IJC as the command stood up. Overall, the organi-
zational changes required a methodical planning and execution process 
by the coalition staff which lasted six months.531 It was also a complex, 
time-consuming process because—as with other NATO multinational 
headquarters—a bidding and negotiation process occurred at SHAPE 
planning conferences to determine which nations would fi ll which 
positions.532 IJC was activated on November 12, 2009, and NTM-A /
Combined Security Transition Command–Afghanistan was activated 
on November 21, 2009. The creation of the two inter mediate com-
mands marked the conclusion of a signifi cant transformation in ISAF’s 
operational-level command and control structures. From the humble 
beginnings of a 240-man ISAF headquarters in August 2003, the com-
mand and control structure had become enormous. By 2009, the ISAF 
headquarters staff had expanded to 2,200 billets.533 IJC had 873 billets 
and NTM-A had 1,028 billets.534

The IJC and NTM-A activations included the implementation of 
one further change. Once the new commands were established, com-
mand and control of the army and police training and mentoring teams 
moved from Combined Security Transition Command into IJC.535 
With this change, all forces deployed within the battle space of the 
regional commands came under the same chain of command. As a 
consequence, the combat operations, stability and reconstruction, and 
training and mentoring activities could be better coordinated and exe-
cuted. Previously the battle groups, PRTs, and army and police train-
ing teams had operated under separate chains of command. It was up 
to the individual leaders of the elements in the districts and provinces 
to coordinate activities among themselves. Sometimes they worked 
well together, but often they did not because their commanders were 
focused on different objectives.536 There were cases when the battle 
groups were not even aware they had PRTs or training/ mentoring 
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teams operating in their areas.537 This had degraded the coalition’s 
ability to achieve its security, development, and governance goals and 
it meant personalities were extremely important. More seriously, the 
realignment resulted from learning the hard way. Dickerson witnessed 
the frustration of the ISAF and IJC commanders in mid-2009 after an 
ETT was ambushed with its kandak in RC-East and suffered casual-
ties. The event was not unprecedented as the violence increased. The 
coalition’s battle space owner had not been aware of the Afghan oper-
ation and, according to Dickerson, “Everyone was like ‘How the heck 
does this happen? How do we have these people moving around on the 
battlefi eld and the landowner doesn’t know?’” The generals decided, 
“We’ve got to get everyone nested. We’ve got to have some unity of 
command here so if you live and work and operate in this battle space, 
you answer to that battle space owner, you work for him.” Once the 
control of ANSF mentoring teams moved, Combined Joint Task Force 
Phoenix and Combined Joint Task Force Police deactivated.538 As OEF 
and ISAF more fully merged in November 2009, there was little drama 
because, despite assertions for years that the missions were separate 
and distinct, they had been slowly converging since 2003. At this point, 
there was more complete unity of command and much better unity 
of effort.

The major organizational changes and the command realignment 
were accompanied by four complementary surges. The surges came 
in waves. US forces substantially increased (2009–10) and forty of the 
allies and partners committed to increase their forces by 9,700 (the 
increases arrived 2009–12).539 The Pakistani government substantially 
increased military operations in the North West Frontier Province and 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas, putting pressure on the insurgent 
sanctuaries (2009–14); and ISAF greatly increased the scale and scope 
of ANSF development (2010–13). Furthermore, ISAF’s main effort 
shifted from combat and counterinsurgency operations (which were 
the focus through 2010) to NTM-A’s training, mentoring, and advis-
ing mission, which became ISAF’s main effort in 2011. The four surges 
were mutually dependent and built on each other. In effect, the massive 
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increases in coalition military forces were only temporary and were 
meant to beat back the Taliban momentum and reduce the insurgency 
as much as possible in order to create time and space for the surge in 
ANSF training and development. As the surge forces started drawing 
down, between 2012 and 2013, ANSF was supposed to step into the 
gap and take over security responsibility. As the ANSF increasingly 
took over security, ISAF could gradually withdraw.

Obama had called for a “dramatic increase in the US civilian effort” 
in his Afghan strategy speech in March 2009, but this civilian surge 
never materialized. According to Gates, even though commanders in 
the fi eld pleaded for more civilian expertise, the State Department and 
other federal agencies were incapable of fi elding more than a trickle 
of civilian experts. While the administration examined every military 
move under a microscope, Gates said, “no comparable attention was 
paid to the civilian side,” which allowed the nondefense agencies to 
shirk their responsibilities in the governance and economic areas.540 
By November 2010, the number of non-Defense Department civilians 
deployed in Afghanistan topped out at about 1,100, equating to 1 per-
cent of the US military commitment.541 This also ensured continued 
military involvement in the nonmilitary lines of effort.

McChrystal’s comments on the dire situation were not understate-
ments. ISAF recognized that there was a new insurgent strategy by 
2009–10. Based on the loose structure of the Quetta Shura Taliban 
and its regional shuras, plus the autonomy given to the various insur-
gent elements, the Taliban coalition initiated a loosely coordinated, 
two-pronged approach. Forces comprised primarily of the Taliban 
pushed from the south toward Kandahar while primarily Haqqani and 
 Hekmatyar forces pushed from the east toward Kabul. Both groups 
concentrated on attacking coalition and ANSF forces. Their goal 
(according to writers Max Boot, Frederick W. Kagan, and Kimberly 
Kagan) was “to infl ict enough pain on the coalition to force public 
opinion in Europe and North America to demand a withdrawal. Once 
the coalition [was] gone, they fi gure[d] the government of Afghanistan 
[would] fall like rotten fruit.”542 ISAF faced a determined opponent.
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Due to McChrystal’s assessment of the deteriorating situation, he 
modifi ed ISAF’s operational approach. The organizational changes and 
command realignment improved the coalition’s operational capabilities 
and gave it, for the fi rst time, the organizational capacity to develop 
and implement a truly coordinated and adequately resourced compre-
hensive approach. The newly established IJC developed an overarching 
national civilian-military campaign plan called Operation Omid (Dari 
for “hope”). It was developed and executed in partnership with the rel-
evant security, governance, and development ministries in the Afghan 
government. It was approved by Joint Force Command Brunssum and 
updated annually.543 While the RC commanders still prepared and exe-
cuted operations within their regions, they had to be approved by IJC 
and be in accordance with the overall campaign plan. Thus the regional 
commands no longer operated independently. Consequently, the entire 
ISAF coalition could fi nally prosecute more effective counterinsur-
gency operations in partnership with the ANSF and the Afghan gov-
ernment. In reality, ISAF implemented the clear-hold-build approach, 
modifi ed in each region to account for local conditions, that had been 
attempted in previous years. But this time it fi nally had suffi cient forces, 
both coalition and ANSF, to clear and hold terrain and thus secure the 
population, which established a more stable foundation for governance 
and economic development activities. It also minimized the Taliban 
coalition’s ability to exploit the seams between the regional commands.

The coalition also implemented across the regional commands an 
operating procedure that had been pioneered in 2007 in RC-East. That 
year, the battle group commander in Khowst had dispersed his troops 
in small outposts, called force protection facilities, throughout the 
province and in each of the district centers where they lived among the 
people. This enabled them to directly mentor and protect local offi -
cials and the Afghan police, operate with the Afghan army, and coordi-
nate PRT activities. The approach was very effective. Their enduring 
presence created a sense of security among the population. Districts 
that were pro-government increased that year from  twenty-two to 
 fi fty-eight (out of a total of eighty-six).544 McChrystal called it “embed-
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ded partnering.” Not only were ISAF forces dispersed among the pop-
ulation in key areas, but coalition and ANSF forces were also colocated 
and operated in partnership. According to McChrystal, the intent was 
they “would train, eat, bunk, plan, patrol, fi ght, celebrate, and mourn 
together.”545 This approach produced a new sense of security among 
communities.

McChrystal also resuscitated the ink-spot approach that Richards 
had pioneered in 2006. The IJC identifi ed eighty “key terrain” dis-
tricts which were focal points for concentrated security, development, 
and governance activities. They included all the major population cen-
ters, major transit areas, and key roads. Security operations in the dis-
tricts were followed by a new initiative, the District Delivery  Program. 
 Coalition forces coordinated with the district leaders, provincial gov-
ernors, and relevant government ministers to establish government 
services and launch development projects.546

Coalition operations were supported by more strategic enablers. 
The increased material resources improved operational capability. 
During the height of the confl ict in Iraq, the United States had moved 
strategic assets, such as intelligence capabilities and helicopters, out 
of  Afghanistan to support Operation Iraqi Freedom.547 With the suc-
cess of the US surge in Iraq in 2007 and the subsequent withdrawal of 
forces from Iraq under Bush and Obama, the United States not only 
had more military forces available for its troop surges in Afghanistan, 
it also moved strategic assets back, in particular intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance (ISR) assets and rotary aircraft.548 Gates had 
become concerned about the situation in Afghanistan in 2007. He not 
only directed the Department of Defense and Combatant Commands 
to shift critical ISR assets, particularly drones, to CENTCOM, but he 
also succeeded in acquiring new funding ($2.6 billion) to increase des-
perately needed additional capabilities, such as information processing 
hardware, linguists and analysts, ground sensors, and reconnaissance 
aircraft.549 The additional capabilities started arriving by 2008. They 
gave the coalition the intelligence enablers it needed to  implement more 
effective counter insurgency operations and reduce civilian casualties.
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In 2009, the most volatile regions continued to be the south and 
east. Even though insurgent attacks generally increased across the 
country, particularly in the run-up to the August presidential election, 
the north, center, and west remained relatively more secure.550 The 
forces in RC-East had also produced some counterinsurgency successes 
in 2007 and 2008, making the region relatively more stable than the 
south. For example, by 2009, Jalalabad, in Nangarhar Province, was 
booming economically and violence levels were low enough for the 
ANSF to assume responsibility for security.551 Due to this “permissive 
environment,” the PRT surged its development activities and by 2010 
it was managing $60 million in projects.552 Khowst Province had also 
seen improvement. Ambassador Neumann observed when he visited 
Khowst in 2005 that it was regularly attacked with rockets.553 Gates 
noted improvements when he visited the area in December 2007, call-
ing the civilian-military efforts a model of genuinely comprehensive 
counterinsurgency.554 By the end of 2008, Khowst was so secure and 
had made such economic and civil progress that conditions were better 
than the neighboring Federally Administered Tribal Areas and refu-
gees were leaving Pakistan to take advantage of the new opportuni-
ties in Afghanistan.555 Moretti described in overall terms the difference 
between RC-South and RC-East in 2009: “For us, RC-South as it was 
named was much more kinetic than any of the RCs. RC-East was sec-
ond, but there was a signifi cant difference in the level.”556

McChrystal and his successor, Petraeus, therefore concentrated 
ISAF’s main effort toward operations in the south—fi rst in Helmand, 
then in Kandahar. This meant RC-South was the priority for  theater-
level resources, including intelligence, ISR, and lethal and non-
lethal fi re support.557 As US surge forces arrived in 2009, British and 
Canadian- led forces conducted a series of operations in Helmand and 
Kandahar to prepare the ground.558 However, the new coordinated 
civilian- military campaign approach was not initiated until RC-South 
launched Operation Moshtarak (Dari for “together”) which focused on 
the region around Marjah and Nad Ali in Helmand.559 The operation 
was much larger than previous ISAF efforts, including 15,000 forces, 
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with the Afghan army and police integrated as full partners, as well as 
British, Canadian, Danish, Estonian, and American troops.560 Innova-
tions in operating procedures included an initial “shaping” phase (late 
2009 to February 2010) when shuras were held to inform the popula-
tion and local leaders about the upcoming operation and assure them 
the coalition would stay in the area to consolidate security. When 
combat operations, the “clearing” phase, began in February 2010, sup-
porting fi re was strictly controlled to avoid killing civilians and dam-
aging civilian infrastructure.561 Once the major population centers 
were largely secured, in the spring, the District Delivery Program was 
launched.562 ISAF understood consolidating successes would take time, 
and its increased resources meant it was ready for the Taliban resis-
tance it encountered. Over the rest of the year, and through a series 
of complex engagements, it slowly achieved substantial results.563 For 
example, clearing Marjah meant it could no longer serve as a  Taliban 
sanctuary.564 By December, Marjah was transformed.565 Dramatic 
progress continued in 2011, according to the Defense Department, as 
counterinsurgency operations expanded gains in central and southern 
Helmand Province.566 In March, Petraeus observed in testimony to the 
US Senate Armed Services Committee that Marjah no longer served 
as a hub for either the Taliban or the illegal narcotics industry. He said 
the markets “which once sold weapons, explosives, and illegal narcot-
ics, now feature over 1,500 shops selling food, clothes, and household 
goods.”567 Max Boot observed during his visit in  October that “Marjah, 
once the epicenter of violence in Afghanistan, had turned remarkably 
peaceful.”568 Lashkar Gah and Nad Ali underwent a similar transfor-
mation. A British offi cer, Colonel Robbie Boyd, who deployed there in 
2009–10, noted the dramatic improvements in security and economic 
activity in Lashkar Gah. He stated when his unit fi rst arrived “the 
streets were empty” but by the time it left, eighteen months later in 
 November 2010, “The market was 4,000 to 5,000 people every day . . . 
the police wanted to be in Lashkar Gah because they had everything 
they needed. You could buy anything you want . . . It’s an urban area and 
it’s growing and it was secure.”569 As a consequence, Karzai announced 
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in  November 2011 that the area would transition to Afghan security 
responsibility during the second transition phase which occurred in 
2012 as the US Marine surge forces withdrew.570

The surge in forces and material resources meant the coalition could 
turn to Kandahar, even as Operation Moshtarak continued, which was 
a vast improvement in the coalition’s organizational capacity. However, 
the huge scale and complexity of operations also generated an additional 
organizational change. The span of control for the RC-South com-
mander had become huge by early June 2010; he commanded 65,000 
troops, whereas RC-East had 32,000 troops, RC-North had 8,000, 
RC-West had 6,000, and RC-Capital had 5,000.571 Therefore, after 
receiving North Atlantic Council approval on May 21, 2010, ISAF cre-
ated RC-Southwest in June.572 It split Helmand Province and Nimroz 
Province from RC-South to create the new RC and it also incorporated 
three districts from RC-West’s Farah Province.573 The new regional 
command took over Moshtarak operations, allowing RC-South to con-
centrate on Operation Hamkari (Dari for “cooperation”), which it had 
initiated in April 2010.

The new operation was in effect an application of the ink-spot con-
cept. It focused on securing Kandahar City and its environs and was 
intended to connect the key districts and major population centers of 
Helmand to Kandahar, which lay along the ring road, Highway 1.574 
The “shaping” phase of the operation, April to August 2010, was a little 
longer than Moshtarak had been because RC-South applied a number 
of lessons learned from the earlier operation.575 It also invested more 
time in building support for the operation among local leaders and 
the population.576 The “clearing” phase of Operation Hamkari began 
in September, involving 7,000 troops. More signifi cantly, for the fi rst 
time Afghan forces outnumbered ISAF forces. Afghans also took the 
lead in some areas, which focused on Kandahar City and the districts 
to its west, Zhari, Panjawyi, and Arghandab.577 By December 2010, an 
anonymous Taliban commander admitted, “the [Afghan] government 
has the upper hand now” in Kandahar and “the local people are not 
willingly cooperating with us.”578 A year later, the coalition continued 
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to solidify its gains. The Taliban’s campaign in 2011 to regain lost safe 
havens in Helmand and Kandahar and reassert dominance in Khowst, 
Paktika, and Paktia failed. Furthermore, RC-South noted improve-
ments in Afghan governance capacity at district and provincial lev-
els. As a result, popular support increased for the government across 
 Kandahar, Uruzgan, and Zabul.579 Through 2012, despite  Taliban 
efforts to regain their lost territories, the security gains achieved in 
the Helmand and Kandahar Provinces were sustained. The security 
situation in the other regional commands also improved, in some 
cases dramatically, as they also implemented more fully coordinated 
civilian-military operations.580 In fact, by mid-2012, large portions 
of RC-North, RC-West, and RC-Southwest had transitioned to the 
ANSF’s security responsibility, about half of RC-East was in transition, 
and in RC-South the entire Uruzgan Province and portions of Zabul 
and Kandahar were in transition.

To complement the coordinated civilian-military campaign, ISAF 
increased special forces operations across the country during 2009–11. 
Most important, the ISAF commander was fi nally given control of 
Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force–Afghanistan in spring 
2010 (up until that point, CENTCOM had retained operational con-
trol).581 McChrystal also concurrently stood up a new organizational 
element, ISAF SOF (ISAF Special Operations Forces). The creation 
of this staff element formalized what had previously been an informal 
coordination link between liaison offi cers from NATO special oper-
ations task forces in the regions and the ISAF command group.582 
ISAF SOF was a command, control, and coordination element for 
the NATO and partner special operation forces which had long been 
operating in the country but were not part of the Combined Joint 
 Special  Operations Task Force. It was supported by the NATO Special 
 Operations  Headquarters at SHAPE.583 This consolidation meant all 
military operations and missions were fi nally folded into ISAF control, 
greatly enhancing the coalition’s unity of effort.

ISAF’s surge in special operations included precision strikes against 
insurgent leadership. It was believed this would unbalance the  insurgent 
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coalition, degrade its capabilities, and undermine the enemy’s con-
fi dence, particularly as the coalition got ready to launch operations 
Moshtarak and Hamkari. McChrystal then expanded the special oper-
ation missions by initiating village stability operations in spring 2010. 
This bottom-up initiative embedded twelve-man teams into remote 
rural villages where ANSF and ISAF presence were limited. The teams 
connected district and provincial leaders, as well as the PRTs, to remote 
areas. The initiative started with fi ve teams and expanded quickly. By 
October 2011, the initiative had 6,000 troops engaged in 103 locations 
across the country. The initiative was considered highly effective.584 The 
precision strike operations were also successful in eroding the insur-
gent leadership. By early 2011, Petraeus noted the “enormous losses” 
suffered among Taliban and Haqqani mid-level leaders which appeared 
to generate “unprecedented discord among members of the Quetta 
Shura.”585 Intelligence sources also found some Taliban commanders 
were afraid to keep fi ghting.586 Later in the year, ISAF commanders 
concluded the insurgents could no longer mount coordinated or com-
plex attacks and instead resorted to horrifi c, high-profi le attacks, such 
as the September Haqqani attack in Kabul, when the group launched 
rockets at ISAF headquarters, the American embassy, and Afghan gov-
ernment buildings.587 However, Petraeus’s successor, General John 
Allen, noted that every one of the high-profi le attacks that year was 
handled by an increasingly capable ANSF “which responded promptly 
and courageously and effectively.”588

Finally, the operational-level organizational changes and the shift 
in operational approach generated organizational changes and new 
procedures within the regional command headquarters. According to 
an offi cer deployed in RC-North, after the IJC creation, “a complete 
new structure [was] established in all the regional commands . . . the 
staff were completely newly arranged, in order to integrate better the 
coordination with IJC.” The reorganization included the establishment 
of new staff elements, the most signifi cant of which was the Forward 
Planning Cell, a subdivision of the Operations Department. The staff 
element’s primary responsibility refl ected the coalition’s increasing 
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emphasis on partnership with Afghan forces with a view to eventually 
putting Afghans in charge of security operations. The cell acted as a 
bridge that linked the operational planning efforts of the RC staff with 
the ANSF. It coordinated directly with Afghan army corps and brigade 
commanders, as well as Afghan police elements and representatives 
from the National Directorate of Security, to ensure the development 
of combined operational plans that synchronized ANSF activities with 
coalition battle groups and PRTs.589 This staff element facilitated com-
bined Afghan-coalition operations and then pushed the Afghans into 
the lead.

Another regional command innovation was less effective. In addition 
to the traditional departments found in an operational headquarters—
personnel, intelligence, operations, logistics, and communications—a 
new department was created in 2011, the Stability Department. Its 
mission was to coordinate with all the civil partners operating in the 
region: the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan and other UN orga-
nizations, the US Agency for International Development (USAID) 
and other national foreign aid organizations, the Red Cross, and other 
NGOs. The idea was to better synchronize the regional commands’ 
counterinsurgency operations with the development activities of civil 
partners, because coalition forces realized that the center of gravity for 
operational success in Afghanistan was civil development.590 Better RC 
coordination would also facilitate the security transition process and 
coalition withdrawal. However, the Stability Departments were never 
adequately resourced. The German offi cer who led this department 
in RC-North, Colonel Uwe Hartmann, had a staff of twenty multi-
national personnel, none of whom were specialists in civil affairs. In 
contrast, and despite this new department’s importance, the  Operations 
Department had 200 staff assigned.591 To further complicate matters, 
many NGOs were extremely wary of contact with coalition forces. 
This meant coordination was always inconsistent and haphazard.

Suffi cient security gains had been achieved by November 2010 that 
the allies announced at the NATO Lisbon Summit their decision to stay 
the course with their comprehensive approach. They also announced 
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their intention to transition security responsibility to the ANSF and 
conclude the ISAF mission by December 2014.592 In addition, they 
announced NATO would remain engaged in Afghanistan after 2014, 
and as such signed a Declaration on an Enduring Partnership with the 
Afghan government.593 The allies also announced a new strategic con-
cept for NATO which acknowledged that counterinsurgency, along 
with stabilization and reconstruction, were enduring missions.594 This 
was a validation of the Alliance’s expanded strategic culture, for it for-
mally incorporated and institutionalized what ISAF had been doing 
for more than four years. Overall, it seemed the increase in resources, 
organizational changes, and revised operational approach had produced 
suffi cient gains to sustain national political will and thus commitment. 
This in turn enabled the start of the security transition in 2011 as well 
as the shift in ISAF’s main effort from combat operations to NTM-A’s 
training and mentoring initiatives.

The high point of the violence occurred in summer 2010. It was not 
clear to the coalition at the time, but that year was also a tipping point 
in the confl ict, when the correlation of forces began to shift to the side 
of ISAF. In any event, 2008–10 was a very tough period as coalition 
fi ghting and fatalities greatly increased. The pressure of the confl ict 
could have strained cohesion and fractured the coalition. In fact, the 
senior civilian representative, Mark Sedwill, later remarked on the fears 
of the ISAF leadership. He said, “Coming into 2010, the insurgency 
had the momentum; people were very skeptical about whether we could 
really succeed in this campaign, it looked as though there was going to 
be a scramble for the exit, beginning in 2011, with various countries 
talking about withdrawing their troops.”595  Unexpectedly, the allies and 
partners stayed engaged, even though European defense spending fell 
due to the global fi nancial crisis.596 Spain was a prime example of the 
strain some of the countries experienced. The economic crisis tipped 
the country into a years-long recession, impelling the government to 
slash the defense budget. As a consequence, Spanish offi cer Marcos was 
embarrassed to admit his country could not meet the NATO require-
ment for nations to spend 2 percent of GDP on defense. He said the 
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Spanish defense budget dropped to .58 percent of GDP. However, 
despite the austerity conditions, the country did not reduce its com-
mitment to Afghanistan.597 Surprisingly, it increased its contribution 
from 780 troops in June 2009 to about 1,500 troops in August 2010 
and sustained the commitment until 2013. More surprisingly, the ISAF 
coalition increased from forty members to forty-eight. The interaction 
of the analytical framework’s two drivers continued to produce cohe-
sion. Political will provided resources which served as the foundation 
for improvements in organizational capacity, which in turn generated 
concrete operational successes by the end of 2010.

The clearest demonstrations of the intent to stay engaged, and thus 
of enduring political will, were the decisions to surge military forces 
and material resources. Once again, political decisions had operational 
impacts. In particular, the American troop increases and assumption of 
a leadership role were the major factors that held the coalition together 
at a critical time. In effect, continued US engagement in Afghanistan 
and the massive American troop increase pulled along the other mem-
bers and infl uenced the decisions of allies to stay and to increase their 
forces. Gates’s recounting of the Obama administration’s deliberations 
suggests there was no distinction between domestic and Alliance poli-
tics for the administration. The president and his advisers framed their 
decisions within a domestic politics context and within the context of 
a struggle between the military bureaucracy (which was distrusted) and 
the new administration. Once their decisions were made, they informed 
NATO and assumed the Alliance would go along with any shift in 
approach.598 The allies did. Furthermore, the US position infl uenced 
the non-NATO partners, which numbered fi fteen by 2010 but later 
increased. For example, Bosnia-Herzegovina and El Salvador joined 
the coalition in 2011, providing troops to guard a base in  Helmand and 
trainers for NTM-A, respectively.

Political will among the allies and partners was still based on the belief 
that an ISAF failure or precipitous withdrawal from  Afghanistan would 
be catastrophic for the Alliance. It would be taken by al-Qaeda and other 
jihadist groups as a strategic victory on par with the Soviet- Afghan war 
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because it would be a defeat of not only another superpower, but of 
the entire international community. There was also a belief it would 
result in a surge of terrorist camps and training in the region, which 
would destabilize Afghanistan and undermine  Pakistan.599 But this 
was only one strategic reason for the enduring political will. For some 
countries, joining and staying was simple. For example, according to 
Colonel Ruszin, for Hungary it was all about Alliance solidarity: liter-
ally “together in and together out.”600 For other countries, over time 
the national reasons for staying became multiple and layered over each 
other. According to McAslan, New Zealand joined the coalition in 
2001 out of solidarity with the United States after 9/11 and in the face 
of a shared jihadist threat. Its commitment then endured for human-
itarian reasons: its PRT reconstruction efforts in Bamiyan helped the 
Afghan people. A desire to strengthen the New Zealand-US relation-
ship became the third reason for the country’s contribution, after a 
change in government.601 Italian contributions were initially based on 
a desire to play a larger role on the world stage and as an unstated 
“pay-back” for allied assistance in stabilizing the Balkans.602 However, 
according to Vezzoli, honoring the agreements made at NATO also 
mattered for Italy. Therefore, once it promised to support ISAF, the 
government was determined to see it through until NATO decided to 
end the mission.603

Germany initially joined coalition operations in Afghanistan due to 
sympathy for the United States and a desire to help.604 The government 
also invoked Alliance solidarity and loyalty to allies to justify its con-
tribution. It subsequently cited moral reasons for its involvement—it 
was fi ghting for democracy and human rights.605 After the Iraq inter-
vention, Germany increased its commitment to Afghanistan to repair 
relations with the United States and to demonstrate to its other allies 
it was still a reliable partner.606 As the security situation deteriorated, 
Germany stayed because it could not abandon a mission that was 
incomplete.607 It wanted to complete the mission successfully, partic-
ularly since it wanted NATO as a security institution to be successful. 
Finally, Germany remained committed to Afghanistan out of a sense of 
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obligation to the seventeen contributing nations that depended on it as 
the lead nation for RC-North.608

Poland was another country that not only stayed engaged but 
increased its commitment even as the confl ict escalated. According to 
Colonel Bieniek, the country initially joined ISAF out of a sense of 
Alliance solidarity after 9/11. It also wanted to be a provider of secu-
rity in NATO, not just a taker. As such, from 2002 to 2007 it pro-
vided special forces and engineers to clear and then secure the airfi eld 
at Bagram. In contrast to other European countries, Poland’s involve-
ment in Afghanistan retained public support. In 2007, the government 
decided to signifi cantly increase its commitment by deploying a bat-
talion battle group (1,200 troops) to Paktika Province, where it was 
embedded with US forces in RC-East. The decision was partly based 
on a desire to maintain Poland’s special relationship with the United 
States. In 2008, the government decided it wanted Poland to have a 
more visible role within the coalition, so it volunteered to shift its 
combat forces to Ghazni where it assumed overall responsibility, as the 
battle space owner, of the entire province. When violence escalated, it 
did not retreat. Instead it doubled its forces, transforming the battalion 
into a brigade with 2,500 troops called Task Force White Eagle. The 
country also deployed additional enablers: helicopters, artillery, infan-
try fi ghting vehicles, and mine-resistant vehicles (MRAPs). It sustained 
the heightened contribution until 2012.609 National reasons for contri-
butions, therefore, seemed to develop into a complex mosaic based on 
intertwined domestic and Alliance politics for many countries.

Collective political will was expressed in the Alliance’s Lisbon 
 Summit declaration, for there was continuing consensus among the 
allies that ISAF needed to continue to fi ght.610 Non-NATO partners 
also continued to express their commitment. For example, Julia Gillard 
visited Afghanistan shortly after assuming offi ce as Australia’s prime 
minister and she assured President Karzai her country would continue 
to support the ISAF mission.611 However, the contributing nations also 
started to temper their statements; they had no desire to stay indefi -
nitely. For example, Denmark’s prime minister, Lars Rasmussen, stated 
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during a visit to his troops, “We are determined to end our mission. 
. . . But we must not get so carried away that all will slip between our 
hands.”612 Secretary General Rasmussen refl ected the allied view when 
he stated at a NATO press conference in summer 2010 that “Allies 
and partners will stay committed as long as it takes to fi nish the job. 
Obviously, that does not mean forever.”613 The allies and partners were 
starting to think about withdrawal, but they did not want to throw 
away their hard-won gains. The transition plan gave them a road map 
for ending the mission and it ensured that cohesion endured for the 
fi nal years of ISAF’s existence.

National and collective political will was reinforced by organiza-
tional capacity changes within NATO, ISAF, and national militar-
ies. The hard fi ghting was taken as an opportunity for learning and 
adjustment—in organizational structures which affected the command 
and control of ISAF forces, in mission execution and operating proce-
dures, in doctrine and training, and in national force structures. For 
example, at the strategic level NATO fi nally published a counterinsur-
gency doctrine in February 2011.614 It incorporated counterinsurgency 
operations into its training institutions and programs, such as the mis-
sion rehearsal exercises at the NATO training facilities in  Stavanger, 
 Norway, and  Bydgoszcz, Poland.615 The Alliance also refi ned the 
strategic- level forums that allowed non-NATO contributing nations 
to share information, be more involved in “policy-shaping,” and have 
their voices heard in decision making.616 ISAF commanders continu-
ally tinkered with the command structures. They never stopped trying 
to create a more functional command and control confi guration, but 
the evolutions literally took months and years because major changes 
required NATO and national government approval. There was also a 
downside to the constant command and control changes: it meant con-
stant disruption and as such was an enduring weakness of ISAF. In fact, 
taken together the OEF and ISAF command structures underwent 
major organizational changes almost every year for ten years, 2001–10.

In general, ISAF’s operational expansion impelled many allies and 
partners to adjust their equipment and training programs, accelerating 
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the reform of some Cold War legacy forces into expeditionary forma-
tions.617 For some countries, reform was slow and occurred in the face 
of a diffi cult fi scal environment. For example, Italy developed a more 
capable and professional military only by reducing its size and slowing 
modernization.618 Canada wasted no time after 2006 in gathering les-
sons learned from Kandahar and making adjustments in training and 
operational practices. It published its own counterinsurgency manual 
in 2008 and implemented a reformed counterinsurgency approach in 
2009.619 German reform efforts were slower because of the more sta-
ble conditions in RC-North. However, repeated attacks by insurgents 
and a trend of increasing violence during 2007–10 across the northern 
provinces induced change. A German offi cer described RC-North’s 
general operational orientation. He said the command “was very much 
stabilization operation focus with a defensive character, you know, 
security assistance. That was the mindset . . . and suddenly [we got] 
really severely attacked” in 2007. He admitted it took some time for the 
command to grasp that conditions had changed. It was not until 2009 
that it concluded that “things seemed to [be getting] out of control.” 
They had a “real fi ght” on their hands, particularly the “insurgency 
in Kunduz.” As a result, “a lot of stuff changed.” Within the German 
military, he said, “We recognized that we had a lot of defi ciencies in 
terms of capabilities and some doctrinal elements . . . the overall ques-
tion was really how to improve.” As a consequence of learning the hard 
way, the German army not only updated offi cer training but also gained 
political support to deploy additional resources. German force num-
bers increased from 3,200 in 2008 to 5,000 in 2011 and the country 
deployed armored personnel carriers and Tornado reconnaissance air-
craft. As part of the increased contribution, it deployed two full bat-
tle groups to Mazar-e-Sharif and Kunduz in 2010. These units took 
over the role of battle space owner from the PRTs in the areas. The 
forces were no longer defensive or reactive but undertook “offensive 
operations against the insurgency.” They were supported by fi ve thou-
sand US surge forces and additional enablers (intelligence capabilities, 
MEDEVAC, and combat air support).620 German forces later expanded 
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their offensive operations, via additional battle groups, to Feyzabad and 
Baghlan.621 It became evident the German army would fi ght when cir-
cumstances forced it to in the northern provinces. But for historical 
reasons, it was hesitant to publicly utilize the term “counterinsurgency 
operations,” preferring the more neutral term “networked secu-
rity.” To accommodate political and public sensibilities it also heavily 
emphasized the civilian and reconstruction aspects of its operations.622 
The United Kingdom was also slow to apply and update counterinsur-
gency doctrine and reform training. Despite suffering diffi cult lessons 
in Basra, Iraq, and years of “mowing the grass” in Helmand, it did not 
open a counterinsurgency center to train units deploying to Afghani-
stan until June 2009.623 National reform efforts were therefore uneven 
and often lagging. They produced broad variation in operational capa-
bilities which undermined ISAF’s ability to achieve its objectives. The 
uneven reform efforts were also a potential force fraying cohesion as it 
contributed to frustrations over burden-sharing.

The repeated public statements of national and NATO commit-
ment and the signifi cant efforts to improve organizational capacities 
occurred during the most violent phase of the confl ict in Afghanistan. 
As mentioned, the fraying pressures of combat continued. America’s 
assumption of a leadership role seems to have provided the top-down 
cohesion needed to sustain collective political will. By the time all its 
surge forces arrived in Afghanistan in 2010, the United States had more 
than 100,000 troops committed, which meant it carried the vast pre-
ponderance of the burden. US leadership was accompanied by unilat-
eral behaviors, some of which the allies tolerated. Despite the SACEUR 
having originally been given the offi cial role of selecting the ISAF 
commanders, the Obama administration repeatedly made unilateral 
decisions and did not consult with NATO about the command posi-
tion before making offi cial announcements. This was a change from 
the Bush administration. Bush had nominated Generals Dan McNeill 
and David McKiernan as the tenth and eleventh ISAF commanders 
to the NATO secretary general and SACEUR. He left it to SACEUR 
to make the formal selection. The succession of US leaders was not 
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the result of a formal decision by the Alliance to henceforth have the 
mission led by an American. At the time it was taken by NATO as a 
logical proposal given the fact the United States was by far the largest 
contributor to ISAF and the effort in Afghanistan.624

However, the precedent of US leadership was taken as a given by 
the Obama administration and it brushed aside SACEUR’s role in the 
process. The president relieved McKiernan in May 2009 because he 
was resistant to shifting to a more aggressive approach. McChrystal 
was relieved on June 23, 2010, after Rolling Stone magazine published 
an article that was politically damaging to the administration. The 
president informed his National Security Council of his decision to 
replace him with Petraeus before informing the Alliance.625  According 
to  Colonel Tucker Mansager, SACEUR’s executive assistant at the 
time, the McKiernan relief came as a surprise to NATO offi cials. The 
SACEUR, General John Craddock, in particular was “shocked and 
upset” with the way the replacement was done.626 However, Alliance 
offi cials accommodated the decision to maintain the image of allied 
unity and Secretary General Rasmussen publicly validated the change 
in procedure a year later after the McChrystal relief when he congrat-
ulated General Petraeus in July 2010 (upon his initial visit as ISAF 
commander to Brussels) on his appointment and unanimous US  Senate 
confi rmation.627 The allies arguably accepted this unilateral behavior 
because the United States had not only solved the burden-sharing 
problem but also opened the door to the withdrawal process. The ini-
tiation of the transition plan meant national governments could soon 
end the recurring process of gaining parliamentary approval to extend 
the mandates for their troop deployments.

However, other unilateral behavior was not accepted. The ini-
tial CENTCOM planning in late 2008 to early 2009 for the deploy-
ment of US surge forces unilaterally changed operational boundaries 
in RC-South and moved some allies to different areas. According to 
 Colonel Hoogstraten, this was an extremely sensitive issue for the 
contributing nations who had “put a lot of money” and expended “in 
some cases a lot of bloodshed” during the previous three years and 
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they were “not willing to change responsibilities in an instant,” par-
ticularly when they were not consulted. The RC-South commander, 
Lieutenant  General Mart de Kruif, and his senior staff interjected 
themselves into the planning process and persuaded the CENTCOM 
staff to change the plan. In the end, together, they “came up with the 
best possible plan that accommodated all participating parties the 
best.”628 McChrystal’s arrival at ISAF headquarters also made waves. 
He had long maintained a trusted circle of staff offi cers who travelled 
with him from assignment to assignment. Upon his arrival in Kabul, 
he tried to replace the allies who were fi lling senior staff positions with 
his team, but he offi cially could not because they had been negotiated 
at SHAPE planning conferences. Instead, he excluded them from his 
planning efforts, which included primarily US offi cers and a few British 
offi cers. The behavior set a damaging tone which was not overcome 
until  Petraeus arrived the next summer. Some of the allies were not 
sorry to see McChrystal leave.629

Despite the disturbances created by successive ISAF commander 
changes, the surge in troop numbers, material resources, and oper-
ational enablers, in combination with the change in operational 
approach, the execution of operations that were signifi cant orders of 
magnitude larger than all previous coalition operations, the command 
structure adjustments, and the doctrinal and training reforms had an 
impact on the coalition’s ability to conduct both combat and noncombat 
operations. Canadian-led counterinsurgency operations in  Kandahar 
were successful in securing the city in 2009 even before American 
surge forces arrived or ISAF initiated its reformed  civilian-military 
approach.630 Overall, coalition forces prevailed in every direct engage-
ment with insurgent forces and usually infl icted devastating losses on 
the attackers. Even the Afghan National Army did well in major fi re-
fi ghts.631 The commanders on the ground were confi dent they could 
beat back the insurgency as troop numbers surged and many of the offi -
cers interviewed noted they had an increasingly capable Afghan partner 
to assist them. As the transition began in 2011, the coalition agreed 
the intensive partnering efforts were translating into a more effective 
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ANSF.632 It expressed confi dence in the ANSF ability to take responsi-
bility for security in spring 2012.633 Positive Afghan public perceptions 
of the ANSF and security ministries were supported by their increasing 
operational sophistication. By 2012, in the most contested regions of 
RC-South and RC-East, the ANSF was able to plan and conduct major 
operations that integrated military and police forces.634 The troops 
on the ground, both Afghan and international, therefore, continued 
to generate bottom-up cohesion. The improvements in organizational 
capacity and operational performance sustained political will. The 
combat and stabilization operations of the troops on the ground were 
not the only activities ISAF conducted, however.

ISAF’s Other Warfare

The apogee of NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan was 2011 when the 
coalition reached fi fty members and troop numbers topped out at over 
132,000.635 While the combat activity encompassed in the counterter-
rorism and counterinsurgency operations received the most attention, 
the less visible activities were the most important for the long-term 
security of the Afghan state and ISAF’s ability to withdraw on time. 
By 2011, the coalition’s noncombat activities were wide ranging. They 
included new and expanded missions and activities, with Afghan secu-
rity forces development and ministerial mentoring the main effort. As 
such, when ISAF and NATO leaders pressed for additional troop con-
tributions after 2010, they were not looking for more combat forces, 
but for more trainers and advisers.

Lieutenant General William Caldwell, the fi rst commander of 
 NTM-A / Combined Security Transition Command, oversaw a substan-
tial organizational adaptation effort within his command in 2010 which 
was oriented on increasing and expanding NTM-A’s training, advis-
ing, and mentoring activities to support the Afghan surge. This surge 
encompassed a push to increase both the quantity and the quality of the 
ANSF. This in turn required more coalition trainers and  mentors. As 
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mentioned above, the target goals for the Afghan army and police had 
increased between 2002 and 2008. They increased again in 2010 and 
2011. Since the international community provided all of the funds for 
Afghan security forces, decisions on end-strength goals for the Afghan 
army and police had to be negotiated among the donor countries, key 
international organizations (NATO, United Nations, and European 
Union), and the Afghan government.636 The Joint  Coordination and 
Monitoring Board ( JCMB), which included representatives from all 
these entities, was set up in 2006 to oversee and make decisions related 
to the benchmarks in the Afghanistan Compact and the Afghanistan 
National Development Strategy.637 The ANSF was a key element of 
the security benchmarks. Due to the increasing violence in the confl ict 
and the clear intent of the coalition to withdraw within a few years, the 
JCMB decided in January 2010 to increase the end-strength goal for 
the Afghan army to 171,600 and the goal for the police to 134,000 (by 
October 2011).638 In June 2011, the JCMB increased the goals again: to 
195,000 for the army and 157,000 for the police (by October 2012).639 
To accommodate the expanded Afghan army force structure, the Min-
istry of Defense activated a sixth Afghan corps, the 215th Corps, in 
2010 as RC-Southwest stood up.640 As a result, Caldwell determined 
that he needed 5,200 trainers. He attended his fi rst force-generation 
conference at NATO in February 2010 with a request for the allies 
and partners to fi ll his 1,200 trainer shortfall as quickly as possible.641 
Secretary General Rasmussen encapsulated why the trainers were so 
important: “No trainers, no transition.”642

NTM-A’s collective focus was to help the ministries of defense and 
interior to build professional, self-sustaining forces. Besides increasing 
the through-put capacity of ANSF training at the seventy army and 
police training centers scattered across the country, Caldwell led an 
effort to reform existing training programs and initiate new ones.643 
Leader development training was improved in the basic army and police 
courses and NTM-A developed new courses for mid-grade and senior 
leaders.644 It expanded the Afghan army’s specialty schools and courses 
from eight to twelve, including intelligence, legal, military police, logis-
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tics, transportation, medical, fi nance, artillery, signal/communications, 
and personnel/human resources.645 NTM-A also reformed the police 
training programs. It instituted internationally recognized programs 
that were also implemented by the European Police in  Afghanistan pro-
gram, the German Police Project Team, and the other bilateral police 
training efforts. The new Afghan  Uniformed Police recruits attended 
an eight-week training course before assignment to their police dis-
tricts. The focus of training shifted from paramilitary tasks which 
supported counterinsurgency operations to traditional civilian law 
enforcement functions. As such, they included human-rights training, 
rule-of-law training, and investigative techniques.646 As the reformed 
programs were implemented, the Focused District  Development pro-
gram formally ended in February 2012.647 ISAF and NTM-A also 
supported the Afghan Local Police program which had been initiated 
by the Afghan government and Interior  Ministry. Afghan local police 
members served as “neighborhood watch” elements to improve local 
security, especially in rural areas. They were trained by the Afghan 
Uniformed Police and coalition forces conducting village stability 
operations. NTM-A provided weapons, ammunition, and communi-
cations equipment.648

NTM-A also undertook activities that were unexpected and unprec-
edented. It concluded that low literacy was an area it could not ignore. 
A functional level of literacy was necessary for the long-term viabil-
ity of the ANSF. So NTM-A initiated an extremely ambitious liter-
acy and numeracy education program. While the Offi ce of Military 
Cooperation–Afghanistan had started literacy training years before, it 
had not been mandatory. In 2010, NTM-A noted that about 14 per-
cent of incoming recruits were literate, while among current ANSF 
members the literacy rate for offi cers was about 93 percent, for NCOs 
35 percent, and for enlisted men about 11 percent. Caldwell therefore 
decided to make literacy training (in Dari and Pashto) mandatory for 
all military and police and embedded educational programs in all the 
training courses. The goal was to ensure members of the ANSF had 
functional levels of literacy. This would mean all soldiers and police 
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could perform such tasks as read a basic maintenance manual, submit 
a supply requisition, read their weapon’s serial number, write a simple 
report, and verify they had received the correct pay. Increased liter-
acy would also enable the establishment of durable accountability and 
logistics programs and serve as the foundation for specialist skills, all of 
which were critical for self-sustaining security forces.649 To support the 
requirement, NTM-A hired over 3,000 Afghan teachers.650 It also found 
the literacy programs were hugely popular among young Afghans.651

The expanded and reformed training efforts resulted in tangible 
improvements in recruitment and retention. The ANSF met recruit-
ing goals in 2010 and 2011 and reduced attrition levels, even as it 
expanded its army and police end-strength goals. By 2011, so many 
young Afghans were volunteering to serve that NTM-A had to turn 
away more than 1,000 of them each month because the number of vol-
unteers exceeded the recruiting requirements. As a result, the ANSF 
met the target of 352,000 army and police forces by October 2012.

Since the beginning of the effort to build the Afghan security forces 
in 2002, the coalition had been acutely conscious of the ethnic compo-
sition of the forces. In particular, it had worked hard to build an army 
that refl ected Afghan society and the relative percentages of the main 
ethnic groups: Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, and Uzbek. For years, southern 
Pashtuns did not volunteer. This changed in 2011, likely as a result 
of intensive recruiting efforts as well as the security gains achieved in 
the south. That year, NTM-A noted an increasing trend in southern 
 Pashtun recruitment.652 It had set the goal of 4 percent of new recruits 
from this demographic, but it exceeded it with 10.9 percent.653

Finally, since NTM-A ultimately wanted to work itself out of its 
job, it instituted a train-the-trainer program to prepare Afghans to step 
into the role of trainers.654 It began to formally turn over responsi-
bility for training to Afghans at army and police training centers in 
late 2011.655 The turnover included subsequent evaluation of Afghan 
instructors and recommendations for improvements.656 By the end of 
2013, Afghans were conducting more than 90 percent of the training 
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and NTM-A was reducing its trainers.657 In 2014, it turned over the 
training facilities themselves to the Afghans.658

Competent and professional security forces needed competent min-
isterial oversight and leadership. While ministerial development and 
mentoring efforts had begun years before, NTM-A expanded the men-
toring programs for the ministries of defense and interior. In particu-
lar, it signifi cantly increased the number of full-time military advisers/
mentors assigned to key personnel in both ministries. Before NTM-A’s 
creation there were eight full-time advisers in the Defense Ministry 
and a handful in the Interior Ministry (a small number of contractors 
also worked as full-time advisers). NTM-A increased the Defense 
 Ministry advisers to over one hundred.659 The Interior Ministry full-
time advisers increased to over 200, including bilateral contributions 
from the European Union, the French Gendarmerie, the Italian Cara-
binieri, the Dutch Marechaussee, and the German Grenz Polizei.660 
NTM-A also implemented a new training initiative to improve the 
quality of full-time military advisers. It created an advisers course, since 
the military offi cers assigned as advisers received no preparatory train-
ing before their deployments to Afghanistan. It identifi ed the expertise 
and experiences needed for specifi c positions (for example, the adviser 
to the minister of interior had to be a military police offi cer) but it 
also took into account personalities. Final decisions for the key advisers 
were based on an assessment of whether they would be a personality fi t 
with the Afghans they would be advising.661 There was also sensitivity 
about calling the full-time coalition offi cers “mentors” since they were 
younger than their Afghan principals. Many of the Afghans had exten-
sive experience as mujahedin or offi cers in the Afghan military in the 
1980s. But while they had extensive combat experience, they frequently 
needed help in the institutional and bureaucratic functions of running a 
ministry or general staff. So the coalition offi cers publicly called them-
selves advisers and fulfi lled whatever role was needed with their Afghan 
principals—aide, assistant, liaison, adviser, or in some cases mentors 
for specifi c competencies.662
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In addition, many of the offi cers assigned to the Combined Security 
Transition Command–Afghanistan and NTM-A staffs were assigned as 
part-time advisers. They were expected to fulfi ll their staff duties within 
ISAF but also assist their counterparts in the ministries of defense and 
interior. This often meant they spent little time working with Afghans 
because their primary duties were too time consuming.663 Finally, since 
NTM-A focused the advising/mentoring effort on the strategic-level 
institutional functions of the ministries, it initiated the Ministry of 
Defense Advisers program in summer 2010.664 This program brought 
in senior level US Department of Defense civilians with unique skills in 
everything from strategic planning to budgeting. These advisers, who 
received six weeks of special training before they were assigned within 
the defense and interior ministries and the Afghan General Staff, num-
bered almost ninety by late 2011.665

The ISAF headquarters and IJC were not involved in the ministe-
rial advising/mentoring efforts, but they did assign coalition offi cers as 
liaisons to a wide variety of Afghan ministries. They called this “min-
isterial outreach.” The liaisons served multiple purposes. They were 
information conduits between ISAF and the ministries and they helped 
each side understand the intentions and actions of the other. They 
assisted the capacity-building of the ministries because they gained 
insights into areas where the ministries needed help. For example, liai-
son activities included coordinating ISAF airlift to fl y ministers out to 
the provinces and districts and fi nding funds to equip ministries with 
computer systems and to make civil servant pay more comparable with 
the pay received by Afghans working for the international commu-
nity.666 Their most important role was facilitating the integration of the 
Afghan ministries into the ISAF governance and economic develop-
ment efforts. One liaison, Lieutenant Colonel Eric Shafa, was assigned 
to a ministry cluster: the ministries of mines, urban development, pub-
lic works, and energy and water. He stated during the interview he was 
explicitly given the mission of “connecting” the central government 
via his ministers to the provinces and districts so that they could lis-
ten to villagers, coordinate economic projects, and make the Afghan 
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governmental processes and systems work.667 Another liaison, Colonel 
Richard Lacquement, was assigned to the Independent Directorate of 
Local Governance, where he helped integrate it into IJC’s operational 
planning effort as it updated Operation Omid in 2010. He also facili-
tated the directorate’s governance role in the counterinsurgency oper-
ations in Kandahar.668 The emphasis on ministerial development and 
outreach in 2009 and later was part of ISAF trying to work itself out 
of a job. Helping the relevant Afghan ministries to promote security, 
governance, and economic development on their own, or with mini-
mal international assistance, would facilitate the transition and ISAF’s 
withdrawal.

The overlap of IJC and NTM-A was not limited to the assignment of 
coalition offi cers to the Afghan ministries. Even though IJC took over 
control of the army and police training/mentoring teams, NTM-A still 
played a support role because it provided funding to them.669 It also 
funded and ran the army and police regional training centers, funded 
and coordinated the building of new infrastructure (bases and barracks) 
to support the new Afghan units being created to support the Afghan 
surge, and provided logistical and training support to the Afghan 
formations once they were assigned to the Afghan army corps (this 
included such activities as fi elding new equipment, paying for fuel, and 
providing literacy and drivers’ training). This NTM-A support was 
provided through Regional Support Commands that it established in 
the fi ve regions (north, west, south, east, and capital), mirroring ISAF’s 
regional command structure.670

While training and mentoring teams had been embedded in Afghan 
army and police units since 2003, their roles and functions adapted 
over time as their assigned Afghan units became more competent. They 
essentially went from being trainers, coaches, and mentors to being 
combat advisers and partners. They also served as liaison elements to 
ISAF forces to coordinate the provision of coalition combat air support, 
artillery support, or MEDEVAC support to ANSF formations engaged 
in combat. The training team mission surged after 2009 to keep pace 
with the increase in ANSF end-strength. ISAF set the hugely  ambitious 
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goal of embedding teams throughout the army and police formations. 
For the Afghan army, it wanted a team in every kandak, brigade, and 
corps, as well as at garrison level. For the Afghan police it wanted teams 
in every district and province police station and in the Afghan National 
Civil Order Police and border police kandaks. This generated a huge 
need from the contributing nations. Lieutenant  Colonel Dickerson, 
who coordinated the assignment of all army and police training teams 
in 2009 and 2010, said that at any one time he was tracking 13,000 coa-
lition troops. It was a hugely complex task, since most teams deployed 
for only six months, they varied in size (from a dozen to forty mem-
bers) and nations set caveats on the types of units—such as infantry, 
artillery, or logistics units—that their troops could train and where 
their teams could operate.671 For example, an Albanian-US OMLT 
assigned in Kabul could not travel outside the city limits even if the 
combat support battalion it was mentoring was sent outside the city for 
a mission.672 A Slovenian OMLT assigned to a combat service support 
unit in Herat was even more restricted by its government: it could not 
leave the confi nes of its base.673 Despite constant calls by NATO lead-
ers for more national contributions, there were chronic shortfalls in 
fi elded teams.674 ISAF never met its goals.

The teams were also trying to work themselves out of their jobs, 
and as such they submitted unit assessment reports to IJC every six 
to eight weeks.675 The idea was to bring the units to “capability mile-
stone 1,” which meant they could plan, coordinate, and execute opera-
tions independently.676 Once a unit reached this level, the team would 
be removed. However, ISAF still assigned a small liaison element at 
brigade level to coordinate ISAF enablers when necessary (close air 
support, medical support).677 ISAF initially called these elements mili-
tary advisory teams and police advisory teams in 2012.678 But it shifted 
to the generic term of security force assistance teams by the end of 
the year.679 While there were still shortfalls in security force assistance 
teams as ISAF was withdrawing, there were also a large number of 
ANSF units that did not need them. For example, ISAF concluded that 
ninety Afghan army and 356 Afghan police units (kandaks, police sta-
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tions, or headquarters) were fully capable and were in fact operating 
autonomously in mid-2013.680

The noncombat activities of training, advising, and mentoring were 
complemented by the activities of the PRTs, the initiation of counter-
narcotics operations, and coordination with a surge in Pakistani army 
operations in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas and North West 
Frontier Province. Like the training and advising missions, the PRT 
mission expanded over time. By 2010, there were twenty-eight PRTs 
spread across the country (see appendix 4). They varied from eighty 
to 600 members and engaged in a wide range of activities, since they 
responded to the conditions within their provinces. The focus of the 
PRTs also shifted over time since they also wanted to work themselves 
out of a job.

Besides serving as the primary element in the coalition’s economic 
development efforts, the PRTs complemented the ministerial men-
toring efforts by their bottom-up mentoring and facilitation of local 
governance. They were initially oriented on “quick wins” and “quick 
impact” projects in a variety of areas: education (building and supply-
ing schools), health (building clinics and hospitals), power generation 
(micro-hydro and micro-solar projects), agriculture (irrigation and 
canal projects, assistance to farmers), and rural development (digging 
wells, building roads and bridges, building police stations and other 
local administrative buildings). These projects were coordinated with 
local Afghans: provincial and district leadership and local represen-
tatives from the ministries of education, health, agriculture, rural 
development, public works, etc. The PRTs tried to synchronize these 
short-term development projects with the longer-term efforts of the 
UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, USAID, and other national 
and international development agencies. They supported the security 
operations of the battle groups in their areas by providing humanitar-
ian relief and conducting medical and veterinary assistance activities. 
Many were involved in police training, some interacted and negoti-
ated with the leaders of rival groups to reduce ethnic and tribal ten-
sions, and some provided election assistance when necessary. Over 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   155H7580-Hanagan.indb   155 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



156 CHAPTER 4

time, especially as the coalition started to think about withdrawal, 
the PRTs realized they needed to spend far more time on develop-
ing Afghan capacities. They shifted from coordinating and managing 
development projects themselves to developing the various Afghan 
players’ ability to do it. As such, they worked to connect the villages, 
districts, and provinces to the agencies of the central government. 
They also mentored district and provincial Afghan offi cials on how to 
create and manage a provincial development plan, build and manage 
a budget, identify and prioritize projects, solicit funding, and then 
execute projects.681 The PRTs played a key role in developing local 
governance—showing Afghans how provincial and district level gov-
ernance should work.

Afghanistan was essentially an agrarian society with a massive need 
for development assistance. PRTs included few civilian agricultural 
experts, so the United States deployed fi fteen agribusiness develop-
ment teams (ADTs) in RC-South and RC-East from 2008 to 2012. 
These small teams included twelve to fi fteen agriculture subject mat-
ter experts who worked in partnership with the PRTs, USAID, and 
the US Department of Agriculture. They primarily focused on human 
capital development, mentoring the agriculture extension agents in the 
districts and the provincial director of agriculture, irrigation, and live-
stock.682 The ADTs were an innovative solution to a unique problem 
and so were another example of learning and adapting.

As IJC stood up and developed ISAF’s national civilian-military 
campaign plan, it also administered more oversight of the PRTs by 
hosting periodic conferences which included the provincial gover-
nors. The IJC commander communicated his overall vision for ISAF 
operations and issued specifi c guidance to the PRTs. By late 2010, 
this guidance was oriented on transition. As a consequence, the PRTs 
began submitting reports through the regional commands to IJC that 
assessed Afghan self-sustainability in security, development, and gover-
nance. The reports were needed to help make transition decisions and 
to identify when the PRTs could close down.683 The goal was to phase 
out the PRTs as the security transition occurred.
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The increased oversight did not inhibit innovation and fl exibility 
among the regions and the PRTs, however. For example, in the west, 
south, and east, the battle space of the regions was “assigned” to specifi c 
battalion or brigade battle groups. The other elements operating in 
each space—PRTs and OMLT/ POMLTs—were subordinate to these 
battle space owners and they coordinated and synchronized their activ-
ities with these combat forces. RC-North was different. For example, 
according to Ruszin, the Hungarian PRT in Baghlan  Province was des-
ignated the battle space owner in 2011. Even though the multinational 
forces in the PRT were prohibited by national caveats from engaging 
in combat operations, they accompanied the German battle group and 
the Afghan army and police units in the province on partnered oper-
ations and the PRT commander was responsible for coordinating the 
activities of all the coalition and ANSF elements in counterinsurgency 
operations.684 According to Colonel Omsted, Norway took innovation 
a step further after its PRT was attacked in 2006. It deployed a bat-
tle group to Faryab Province which combined with the PRT, creat-
ing a hybrid organization. Due to its combined security, development, 
and governance mission, this Task Force Faryab/PRT Faryab was 
also a battle space owner. It was the largest PRT in Afghanistan, with 
600 members.685 Germany also created combined battle group/PRT 
task forces in Kunduz and Feyzabad.686 As with the ministerial mentors 
and the OMLT/ POMLTs, by 2010–11 the PRTs were increasingly 
pushing their Afghan partners to take the lead role in local governance 
and development activities and they began closing down or handing 
over projects.687 The fi rst PRT closed in 2011 and the rest closed over 
the next three years (see appendix 4).

ISAF’s involvement in counternarcotics operations, a new  mission, 
was slow and incremental because it was initially perceived as an area 
where civilian agencies in the international community, with the United 
Kingdom acting as lead nation, would support the Afghan government. 
Some allies were also reluctant to get involved. For example, as the 
ISAF mission expanded across Afghanistan and Germany took respon-
sibility for RC-North, the German government, while  acknowledging 
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that opium poppy cultivation was a major problem in Afghanistan, 
insisted it was a matter for the Afghans to deal with. It therefore limited 
German military support to logistical assistance.688

The Afghan government recognized the narcotics industry threat-
ened the country. As early as 2002 the Afghan Interim Administra-
tion banned opium poppy cultivation and began a limited eradication 
campaign.689 Karzai’s government later took steps to stop the illicit 
narcotics industry. It ratifi ed relevant UN conventions; criminalized 
opium cultivation, production, use, and smuggling; created a Ministry 
of Counter-Narcotics and a special division of counternarcotics police; 
and implemented eradication programs.690 At its most fundamental, 
Afghanistan had to create from the ground up a society governed by 
the rule of law, with suffi cient police forces, and a functioning justice 
system in order to eliminate the illicit opium economy. It also needed 
to deal with extreme poverty and give farmers a viable alternative to 
poppy, with an infrastructure that could support the agricultural sec-
tor, including roads, markets, storage, and distribution networks. By 
2008, this was all still nascent. In the meantime, the opium economy 
exploded. According to the United Nations, Afghanistan produced 
90 percent of the world’s illegal opium by the end of 2007. It repre-
sented over half of the country’s GDP. The export value of the opiates 
produced was estimated at $4 billion, about three-quarters of which 
went to the insurgent coalition, drug traffi ckers, and “warlords.”691 
The Taliban coalition also became much more deeply involved. It not 
only taxed drug shipments and collaborated with traffi ckers to provide 
protection to the shipments and heroin-refi ning facilities in the areas 
it controlled, but it also began running its own refi neries and created 
opium storage and distribution networks to support local insurgent 
commanders.692 The illicit narcotics industry therefore became an 
incubator of insurgency, criminal activity, and corruption that affected 
all levels of Afghan society and its government. As such, it threatened 
every element of ISAF’s comprehensive approach.

Essentially, ISAF could not avoid becoming involved in counter-
narcotics, especially since the Afghan government repeatedly asked it 
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to do more to help. By early 2008, ISAF was providing indirect sup-
port by training and equipping the various police forces and providing 
intelligence and logistics assistance. ISAF also helped the government 
explain its counternarcotics policy to the Afghan people by, for exam-
ple, explicitly stating that ISAF was not involved in eradication.693 At 
the April 2008 Summit in Bucharest, the allies declared they would 
support Afghan-led efforts to tackle the narcotics problem.694 Accord-
ing to the SACEUR, General Craddock, the summit was a pivotal 
moment when the Alliance “resolved to play a heightened role in the 
counternarcotics effort.”695 The decision legitimized counternarcotics 
operations as a valid military mission.

In September 2008, the North Atlantic Council discussed how 
NATO could maximize its efforts to support the Afghan government.696 
In October allied leaders agreed to allow ISAF to conduct interdiction 
operations against facilitators (insurgents and traffi ckers) and facilities 
(drug processing labs), in accordance with the law of armed confl ict. 
SACEUR followed up the decision by encouraging all contributing 
nations to help.697 ISAF wasted no time implementing this new NATO 
mandate and by summer 2009 it had made a dent in the illicit narcotics 
economy by destroying forty-three drug labs, capturing a number of 
drug traffi ckers, and seizing thirty-four tons of opium, seven tons of 
hashish, and fi fty-eight tons of precursor chemicals.698 As with all things 
ISAF, the governments of contributing nations decided the degree to 
which their militaries could participate in counternarcotics operations, 
but even Germany loosened its caveats and by 2008 the Bundeswehr 
was interdicting opium trade routes to the north.699 In addition, ISAF 
headquarters created a new organizational element, the Combined 
Joint Interagency Task Force-Nexus, to support the regional com-
mands and to facilitate coordination with the Afghan government and 
the international civilian agencies involved in counternarcotics opera-
tions as they worked to dismantle the networks.700 Overall, achieving 
progress in combating the narcotics industry was exceedingly diffi -
cult. Despite successes in improving Afghan policing capabilities and 
eradicating opium production in some regions, by 2014, as ISAF was 
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 drawing down, the US Defense Department said “the narcotics trade 
in Afghanistan [remained] large, and insurgent penetration of that mar-
ket [was] extensive and expanding.”701 This new mission was a strategic 
failure for the Alliance.

As ISAF surged troops and expanded operations and training, it 
continued to coordinate with the Pakistani military through multiple 
venues, such as the Tripartite Commission and its subcommittees, the 
border coordination centers, and senior leader visits. In December 
2009, it also created a new organization, the ISAF Coordination Ele-
ment in Pakistan (ICE-PAK), located in Islamabad, to enable continu-
ous liaison and coordination at the operational level with the Pakistan 
army headquarters. According to the offi cer who created and led this 
offi ce, Colonel Paul Phillips, ICE-PAK consolidated a variety of coali-
tion liaison offi cers from ISAF headquarters, US Forces–Afghanistan, 
RC-South, and RC-East into one offi ce. The element provided infor-
mation about ISAF operations along the border and it monitored and 
shared information about cross-border activity in an effort to reduce 
ISAF-Pakistan military fratricidal incidents.702 The continuous mili-
tary coordination became more necessary as Pakistan increased opera-
tions on its side of the border after 2008.

As mentioned above, the Tehrik-i-Taliban-i-Pakistan and Tehriq- e-
Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammedi revolted in 2007, causing the  Pakistani 
army to shift to counterinsurgency operations and signifi cantly 
increase the commitment of army forces into the Federally Admin-
istered Tribal Areas and North West Frontier Province. The post-
Musharraf government of Prime Minister Yousaf Gilani initially tried 
to deal with the confl ict by negotiating peace settlements with insur-
gent groups in spring 2008.703 But the effort failed because the peace 
agreements were viewed as a display of weakness by the government.704 
The insurgents exploited the safe havens that were granted to them 
to step up attacks against military and civilian targets in Pakistan. By 
early 2014, the toll was catastrophic: over 50,000 soldiers and civilians 
had been killed or injured in insurgent terrorist attacks. As a result, 
Pakistan surged counterinsurgency operations from 2009 to 2014 
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and ramped up the scale of its operations. Most notably, it conducted 
251 brigade-level operations and two corps-level operations and 
deployed and maintained 150,000 troops along the border.705 Many 
of the operations complemented ISAF operations. Petraeus called 
ISAF operations on the Afghan side of the border the “anvil” against 
which Pakistani Taliban forces were driven by Pakistani military 
operations.706 To assist coordination of operations on both sides of 
the border, the IJC hosted periodic campaign planning conferences, 
beginning in early 2010, that included ISAF, ANSF, and Pakistani 
military representatives.707 The new organizations, new operating 
procedures, and new relationships facilitated operational successes. 
By early 2014, the  Pakistani government controlled 87 percent of 
the territory of the  Federally Administered Tribal Areas and North 
West Frontier  Province. The fi nal remaining insurgent sanctuary and 
redoubt (for Pakistani insurgent groups, al-Qaeda, and Afghan insur-
gent groups) was North Waziristan.708 The army launched an offen-
sive called Operation Zarb-e-Azb (loosely translated as “strike of the 
Prophet’s sword”) into this tribal agency on June 15, 2014. By the end 
of the year, the army had regained control of key towns, including the 
agency capital of  Miranshah, and terrorist attacks across  Pakistan had 
dropped 30 percent. It appeared the various insurgent groups had lost 
their sanctuary and the Tehrik-i- Taliban-i-Pakistan had fallen apart.709 
Overall, these Pakistani operations and the pressure on the insurgent 
sanctuaries supported the ISAF transition.

All noncombat activities were oriented on trying to work the coa-
lition out of a job. The shift in emphasis to noncombat efforts in 2011 
also manifested the recognition by ISAF that it could not achieve suc-
cess through fi ghting. This confl ict was not one that international 
forces could win. An honorable withdrawal in 2014 depended on gen-
erating acceptable levels of competence in the Afghan army, Afghan 
police, and ministries and among key local offi cials in the districts 
and provinces. The incremental shifts in the emphasis and activities 
of NTM-A, the PRTs, and the training and mentoring teams indi-
cated they were constantly learning and adapting as they never gave up 
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 trying to achieve coalition objectives. Some efforts were unsuccessful. 
The narcotics problem was unsolvable for the allies and coordination 
efforts with the Pakistani army did not eliminate periodic, severely 
acrimonious strategic and political-level relations. But taken together, 
these efforts contributed to maintaining coalition cohesion during the 
transition and withdrawal.

The Transition

By the end of 2009, the allies were starting to think about withdrawal. 
The Alliance formally announced its transition plan in 2010. Some con-
tributing nations made public statements in 2011 about their proposed 
timelines for drawing down forces, but ISAF’s general drawdown did 
not start until 2012. In the meantime, the surge in combat operations 
between 2009 and 2010 stopped the Taliban momentum and provided 
the opportunity for the shift in the coalition’s main effort and the 
subsequent transition.710 During McChrystal’s command of ISAF, he 
emphasized the need to fully partner with the Afghan security forces. 
He believed the ANSF had to start standing on its own feet and stop 
being dependent on the coalition if it were to assume responsibility for 
security in the country.711 Building competent security forces cannot be 
done overnight, however. Although the decisions to increase the end-
strength of the Afghan army and national police in 2010 and 2011 helped 
to ensure a positive correlation of forces against the insurgents during 
the transition, the most consequential phase of ANSF development 
had occurred from 2003 through 2008 when the entire training infra-
structure was created and when the training, equipping, and integration 
of the ANSF forces that fought with the ISAF coalition in 2009–10 
occurred. McChrystal and his successors were able to capitalize on their 
predecessors’ efforts when they implemented the shift in operational 
approach. They had increasingly competent Afghan forces which were 
ready to start becoming full partners and then leading because they had 
been repeatedly tested and blooded for years before 2009.
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The security transition plan, called Inteqal (Dari and Pashtu for 
“transition”), depended on these competent ANSF forces. As with all 
other major decisions related to Afghanistan, the various NATO bodies 
followed a deliberate decision and planning process for the security 
transition. In October 2009, the NATO defense ministers set the cri-
teria for subsequent detailed military planning. The idea was that the 
transition would be gradual and conditions-based. As it occurred, ISAF 
would assume a supporting role and then progressively thin out its 
presence.712 It was also assumed that violence would endure through-
out the process; the key was whether ISAF assessed the ANSF as able 
to handle the violence levels.713 During winter 2010, NATO military 
authorities and the ISAF senior civilian representative provided advice 
on what the security, governance, and economic conditions should 
be. In April 2010, after consultation with the Afghan government, the 
NATO foreign ministers, at a ministerial meeting in Tallinn, Estonia, 
endorsed the proposed criteria and conditions.714

Four general areas had to be assessed as decisions were made on 
which cities, districts, and provinces were ready for transition: the level 
of violence (can citizens conduct their routine daily activities?); the level 
of development of local governance (does the rule of law exist and can 
local offi cials manage public administration?); the level of socioeconomic 
development (is it self-sustaining?); and the level of ANSF capabilities.715 
Sources for the required data would be the UN Assistance Mission 
in Afghanistan, ISAF, the Afghan government, and other key civilian 
experts and stakeholders.716 The information was fed to the Joint Afghan 
NATO Inteqal Board, which was established in July 2010. The new orga-
nization was chaired by Ashraf Ghani, the chairman of the  Transition 
Coordination Committee, and cochaired by the ISAF commander and 
the senior civilian representative. It included key Afghan, NATO, and 
ISAF stakeholders and a UN special representative. The body was tasked 
to make assessments and provide recommendations to Karzai and his 
cabinet, who would make the fi nal decisions and announcements.717

In November 2010, the allies announced they were ready to enter 
the security transition phase at the NATO Summit in Lisbon. The 
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implementation of the transition would be in phases, called tranches, 
which would occur between 2011 and 2014.718 In reality, the transition 
had already quietly begun when NATO announced the Inteqal plan, 
because Afghan national security forces had taken over full responsi-
bility for Kabul City in August 2008.719 A number of areas in the south 
and east were turned over to Afghan control in 2009 and 2010.720

ISAF was involved in assessing all of the areas. It was a complex 
endeavor that required gathering and compiling much data. Informa-
tion and reports fl owed upward from the battle groups, PRTs, and 
OMLT/ POMLTs to the regional commands, which incorporated rel-
evant civil information (status of rule of law, governance, etc.) from 
local UN Assistance Mission and USAID representatives and NGOs, 
and then provided a regional assessment of which provinces, districts, 
and cities were ready to transition to IJC.721 A special department in 
IJC, the Campaign and Transition Assessment Group, then worked 
with NTM-A to create three interrelated reports on a quarterly basis 
that it submitted to the ISAF commander: a campaign assessment, a 
transition and provincial outlook report, and an assessment of ANSF 
development.722 In effect, a durable security transition depended on 
positive developments in the three areas of the reports. A successful 
civilian-military operational campaign, in which Afghans were increas-
ingly in the lead and operating unilaterally, would create the security 
conditions needed for sustainable governance and economic develop-
ment in the districts and provinces, which would be supported over the 
long term by security forces that were institutionally self-sustaining.

Karzai announced the fi rst transition tranche on March 22, 2011. 
The actual transition process for each tranche was expected to play out 
over twelve to eighteen months, but it could go faster based on specifi c 
conditions. For example, Bamiyan Province and the city of Mazar-e-
Sharif came entirely under Afghan responsibility in July 2011. Karzai 
announced the second tranche on November 27, 2011.723 The transi-
tion plan was tested to some extent by domestic events in the contrib-
uting nations. An attack on French forces that killed four and wounded 
fi fteen soldiers in January 2012 became a presidential election cam-
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paign issue and the French government indicated it would withdraw its 
combat forces before 2014. The president, Nicolas Sarkozy, also pro-
posed that NATO withdraw in 2013.724 The issue was addressed at the 
May 2012 Chicago Summit. In the end, the allies agreed they would 
stick with the overall transition plan and end the ISAF mission in 
December 2014 as originally planned, but they would also accommo-
date national troop withdrawal decisions and reposition the remaining 
forces as needed.725 For the ISAF coalition, this generated the creation 
of new coordination processes to accommodate national withdrawal 
decisions. The withdrawal process required detailed logistical planning 
and intensive coordination among the ISAF headquarters, IJC, and the 
regional commands to ensure redeploying forces had the resources and 
logistical support they needed but also to ensure that ongoing opera-
tional activities were not impeded.726

As Inteqal got under way and individual nations began indicating 
their intention to withdraw their combat forces, the ISAF headquar-
ters began to think about the coalition’s overall withdrawal. Like the 
higher- level NATO bodies, the ISAF commander and his staff followed 
a deliberate process for the drawdown and withdrawal, for it is no easy 
task to gradually reduce and move 130,000 troops and their associated 
equipment out of a remote, mountainous country. The ISAF com-
mander hosted the fi rst of a series of political-military planning con-
ferences in early 2012 to begin discussing what ISAF and the coalition 
should look like in 2014. It included the regional commanders as well 
as senior leaders from ISAF headquarters, IJC, and NTM-A, and polit-
ical representatives from the embassies of the contributing nations.727 
Once consensus was established on the vision for 2014, deliberate plan-
ning began for an organized, systematic build-down.

The coalition’s plans were submitted to Joint Force Command 
Brunssum for approval by the North Atlantic Council. As combat forces 
thinned out in the regions and the command transitioned to a training 
and advisory posture, the staff structures also progressively thinned out 
and the ISAF headquarters, NTM-A, and IJC folded in on themselves. 
The major restructuring in 2013 included moving command authority 
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for the Regional Support Commands from NTM-A to the Regional 
Commands and splitting NTM-A and Combined Security Transition 
Command–Afghanistan in September, making NTM-A a subordi-
nate command of IJC while integrating Combined Security Transition 
Command into the ISAF headquarters staff. In July 2014, NTM-A 
was reduced to a staff directorate within IJC and then in November 
it was moved into the ISAF headquarters as a training department. 
In fall 2014, Regional Command-Southwest was subsumed back into 
Regional Command-South and all of the regional commands were 
renamed “train, advise, and assist commands.” This was in prepara-
tion for the follow-on NATO mission. In December 2014, IJC was 
deactivated shortly before the ISAF mission was formally ended.728 
The remaining elements of the ISAF headquarters were re-fl agged the 
 Resolute Support Mission Command on January 1, 2015.729

Throughout the security transition process and ISAF’s drawdown, 
the coalition maintained its cohesion. The mutual trust and confi -
dence generated among the forces during the earlier phases of fi ghting 
endured, and in some cases expanded to include the Afghan partners.730 
The forces deployed to Afghanistan were proud of their mission. A 
German offi cer who commanded troops, Lieutenant Colonel Jürgen 
Prandtner, went out of his way to emphasize in an interview that his 
German troops were proud to deploy to Afghanistan and he said the 
morale of his battle group was very high.731 Almost all of the offi cers 
interviewed stated their tours in Afghanistan were the most satisfying in 
their careers. The troops also understood that counterinsurgency and 
stability operations take time. They displayed a level of patience and a 
sense of the long view that national governments often did not share.732 
Most of the offi cers interviewed stated they could also see that over time 
progress was being made. They could see the results of the intensive 
training, mentoring, and partnering efforts in the increasingly compe-
tent Afghan security forces. They believed the improvement would con-
tinue if they stuck at it.733 Lieutenant Colonel Davis was an example of 
this view. His unit operated in the Spin Boldak region along the border 
with Pakistan in late 2012. He said the Afghan kandaks were “true part-
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ners” and stated their counterinsurgency operations were “really just 
combined operations” in which the Afghans led the operations and did 
all the talking at the local shuras.734 At one point, Gates commented that, 
paradoxically, “The closer you get to the fi ght, the better it looks.”735

The confi dence and security gains achieved by the troops infl uenced 
the commanders and other senior leaders, such as Gates and Petraeus, 
who asked political leaders for time and patience.736 This in turn infl u-
enced political will. For example, Petraeus convinced Obama to give 
the counterinsurgency operations a little more time to produce results 
and not to withdraw the US surge forces in summer 2011, as he had 
originally planned when he announced his surge in December 2009. 
As a result, the US Marine surge forces withdrew from RC-Southwest 
in summer 2012. More important, the evolving security situation and 
the transition process also infl uenced political will. Insurgent violence 
and attacks peaked in 2010. They then leveled off and slowly started to 
decrease. Attacks dropped substantially in 2014 (see fi g. 3).

At the same time, the ANSF was increasingly integrated into ISAF 
operationally and then took over. Through 2008 it had participated 
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FIGURE 3: Weekly reported security incidents, December 2011–May 2015. Source: 
Report on Enhancing Security and Stability in Afghanistan, June 2015.
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with the coalition. By 2009, it was becoming a full partner, but ISAF 
was still in the lead for operational planning and execution. In 2010, 
ANSF started leading some operations. Petraeus reported in his “review 
of progress” to the White House in October that the ongoing opera-
tions in Kandahar were Afghan-led and that 60 percent of the forces 
were ANSF.737 By 2011, Afghans started to take responsibility for some 
planning, and with Inteqal the ANSF began taking full responsibility 
for security, operating unilaterally and independently in some areas. In 
2012, the center of gravity for security shifted from ISAF to the ANSF. 
By the end of that year, ANSF was unilaterally conducting 80 per-
cent of operations and was leading 85 percent of total operations.738 
As Afghan national security forces assumed security responsibility, 
IJC relinquished its operational planning role. Operation Omid was 
superseded by an Afghan campaign plan, published in January 2012, 
called Operation Naweed (Dari for “good news”) which integrated the 
Afghan army, police, and intelligence services in operations in all the 
regional commands over the course of 2012 and into 2013.739  Operation 
Naweed was further superseded by Operation Oqab (Dari for “eagle”) 
in 2013 as the ANSF shifted to a layered security approach.740

The center-of-gravity shift coincided with Karzai’s announcements 
of the third and fourth transition tranches in May and December 
2012. With these two phases, twenty-three of the thirty-four prov-
inces entered transition and 87 percent of the population was secured 
by the ANSF.741 ISAF forces assumed an enabling role as Afghan forces 
assumed primary responsibility for security. As a result, coalition mem-
bers were much less involved in fi ghting the insurgents and coalition 
casualty rates dropped precipitously in 2013 and 2014 (see fi gs. 4 and 5).

The Taliban coalition was aware of the transition plan and it could 
be argued the insurgents intentionally reduced their violent activities 
as they waited for ISAF to withdraw. However, this was not how ISAF 
assessed the situation. Throughout the transition process, the coali-
tion continued to assess that the insurgents were resilient, although 
they shifted their tactics. The insurgents tried to avoid direct confron-
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FIGURE 4: Percentage of enemy-initiated attacks involving ANSF and ISAF, 
January 2011–August 2014. Source: Report on Progress Toward Security and 
Stability in Afghanistan, October 2014.

tation with the Afghan security forces, relying instead on more IED 
use, high-profi le attacks, and soft-target attacks, such as assassinations 
and kidnappings. They launched annual campaigns during 2011–13 
to regain territory and infl uence, but they failed. ISAF attributed the 
declining violence and diminishing Taliban operational capabilities to 
ANSF capabilities and a continued high operational tempo—major 
operations actually increased 21 percent in 2012. As the ANSF took 
over security responsibility, it focused on pushing insurgents out of 
densely populated areas and it demonstrated the ability to plan and 
carry out high-level military activities. Operation Kalak Hode V in 
September 2012 exemplifi ed that capability. The Afghan National 
Army’s 205th Corps led this three-week operation comprised of 11,000 
army and police forces in Zabul Province. More important, the oper-
ation was logistically supported through Afghan supply channels. The 
205th Corps repeated the large-scale operation in Kalak Hode VI in 
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FIGURE 5: US and coalition troop fatalities, October 2001–June 2015 (arrows indicate the start of a new calendar year). Source: 
Afghanistan Index, also selected data on Pakistan, July 31, 2015.
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2013, but in Uruzgan. Afghan-led operations in key provinces in all 
the regions (including Paktia, Paktika, Ghazni, Khowst, Uruzgan, 
 Kandahar, Helmand, Badghis, Faryab, Balkh, Kunduz, and Baghlan) 
over the years not only ensured the ANSF maintained security in the 
areas that transitioned but also substantially improved the security of 
the large population centers. Kabul became one of the least violent 
areas of the country. ISAF noted that enemy attacks disproportionately 
occurred in rural areas.742

Regardless of the reason for declining insurgent violence, as ISAF 
involvement in operations and casualty rates decreased, nations found 
it politically easier to stick to the transition plan announced at Lisbon 
in 2010 and reiterated in Chicago in 2012 and to sustain their overall 
commitment into 2014. In the meantime, troop numbers decreased. 
In December 2012, ISAF forces numbered 102,011. In December 
2013, they numbered 84,271, and by the end of 2014, they numbered 
28,360.743 Even casualty-averse nations did not have to worry about 
low public support because it was no longer a hot topic in the media. In 
many countries, Afghanistan fell out of the news headlines as coalition 
casualty rates dropped.744 Singapore was the fi rst country to completely 
withdraw its forces from Afghanistan in June 2013, which was the same 
month Karzai announced the initiation of the fi fth and fi nal transi-
tion tranche.745 Canada was the second country to completely with-
draw, leaving in March 2014. The remaining forty-eight participating 
nations continued to contribute some level of forces until December.746

National political will was sustained by the Alliance and ISAF’s orga-
nizational capacities and the coalition’s operational achievements. The 
practices of consultation and cooperation at the higher strategic and 
political levels—at the North Atlantic Council, SHAPE, and Joint Force 
Command Brunssum—provided top-down cohesion. They refl ected 
the norm that had emerged at the tactical level on the battlefi eld that 
partners do not precipitously abandon each other. Even when coalition 
members decided to withdraw forces, from either a specifi c region or 
Afghanistan altogether, they announced it in advance and they engaged 
with NATO’s consultation processes and bodies. This strategic-level 
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activity generated subsequent operational-level activity. ISAF was able 
to conduct deliberate multinational planning to shift other forces to fi ll 
the new gaps when necessary. For example, the  British repositioning of 
forces in Helmand was conducted in coordination with the deployment 
of US surge forces.747 The collapse of the Dutch coalition government 
in February 2010 ultimately resulted in the withdrawal of Dutch forces 
from Uruzgan in RC-South in August that year. However, the ensuing 
gap was fi lled by American,  Australian, Slovak, and Singaporean forces, 
including Australia taking over the PRT in Tarin Kowt.748 The ANSF 
took over security responsibility for Uruzgan Province in 2012 as part 
of tranche 3. The Canadian defense minister announced at a secu-
rity forum in November 2010 that his government was considering 
whether to extend the combat mission of Canadian forces in Kandahar 
past 2011.749 Canada decided to end the mission in summer 2011, but 
US forces stepped into the combat mission and also took over the PRT 
in Kandahar.750 Both the Dutch and Canadian combat forces ultimately 
stayed longer in Uruzgan and  Kandahar than initially intended when 
they deployed in 2006. The original Dutch mandate was two years, 
but it was extended an additional two years.751 The one-year Canadian 
mandate ultimately turned into fi ve years.752 The Dutch and Canadian 
combat unit withdrawals did not mean the countries left Afghanistan. 
They both shifted their contributions to the training/advising mis-
sions. The Dutch contribution ranged between 500 and 200 troops 
between 2011 and 2014. Canada’s contribution ranged between 500 
and 1,000.753

NATO continued to support ISAF in multiple ways. In June 2009, 
the foreign ministers agreed to deploy AWACS to Afghanistan to pro-
vide air traffi c control support to the coalition. The skies of Afghan-
istan had become increasingly full of civilian and military aircraft 
and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs, commonly called drones) and 
the country did not have a network of ground-based radars to track 
them or coordinate their activities. The AWACS did it from the air. 
This helped ISAF with command and control of a critical area.754 In 
addition, to keep up with the demands of the operational and training 
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surges, SHAPE began holding force-generation conferences every six 
months. It also convened special Afghanistan conferences, chaired by 
the deputy SACEUR, to focus specifi cally on meeting the manning 
requirements for ISAF. The need for NTM-A trainers and OMLT 
and POMLT teams was so huge and coordinating deployment rota-
tions was so complex that special staff elements in NTM-A and the 
ISAF Joint Command created matrices to literally track at the individ-
ual level what the manning requirements were, which requirements 
were the most important (which allowed the creation of prioritized 
lists), which countries were best suited to fi ll the requirements (which 
allowed informal discussions and negotiations before and on the side-
lines of the conferences), which countries had committed to fi lling 
them, and whether—and when—the countries fulfi lled the commit-
ments. The staff elements worked very closely, almost on a daily basis, 
with SHAPE to ensure the leaders at the operational, strategic, and 
national levels were on the same page.755 NATO continued to con-
vene annual PRT conferences to harmonize activities and improve 
civil-military cooperation on the ground. In addition, it introduced 
special courses at the NATO School in Oberammergau to help pre-
pare deploying PRT members.756 SHAPE also published an OMLT 
Concept of Operations which standardized the tasks and functions of 
the teams and specifi ed how they were to be organized, trained, and 
equipped.757 Finally, the Alliance’s training and education institutions 
capitalized on the knowledge gained by offi cers on their deployments 
to Afghanistan. It became a normal operating procedure for rede-
ployed offi cers to prepare and teach courses at the NATO (SHAPE) 
School in Oberammergau or to provide training to the units under-
going mission rehearsal training at Stavanger, Norway, or Bydgoszcz, 
Poland.758 Furthermore, the training centers in Norway and Poland 
had constant communication with the forces in Afghanistan which 
enabled them to provide “real world” information on the conditions 
in the country to deploying forces during their mission rehearsals and 
other training exercises.759 Alliance institutions essentially created a 
continuous feedback loop to the ISAF coalition to facilitate learning, 
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improve training and educational programs, and develop doctrine or 
standards.

At the operational level, the ISAF commanders continued their 
efforts to improve ISAF’s structural confi guration and streamline 
command and control after 2010. For years, the activities of special 
forces had remained outside the operational control of OEF and ISAF 
commanders. Allied and American special forces had what were called 
“tactical control” relationships with OEF and ISAF which meant 
CENTCOM and national governments retained overall authority 
over what the forces did. This was mainly due to the sensitive nature 
of direct-action operations (which meant high-level national govern-
ment interest) but it also meant the battle space owners in the regions 
often did not know special forces were operating in their areas or what 
they were doing. The decision to give the ISAF commander opera-
tional control of the Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force– 
Afghanistan in 2010 improved the situation because special operations 
were then better coordinated with the ISAF and regional headquarters, 
as well as the battle space owners.760 However, the creation of ISAF 
SOF meant special forces activities remained disjointed. Ultimately, 
the elements were incrementally merged as ISAF’s combat operations 
wound down and the transition began. In 2011, ISAF created the 
deputy commanding general-special operations forces position. This 
one-star general coordinated and synchronized the activities of the 
two special operation forces elements.761 In 2012, the elements were 
merged into a new element, the NATO Special Operations Compo-
nent  Command– Afghanistan /Special Operations Joint Task Force–
Afghanistan (see appendix 1).762 This fi nal consolidation occurred as 
Afghan special forces took over the execution of such operations and 
the allied special forces stepped back into an advise-and-assist role.763

The ISAF commanders still had leeway to institute new pro-
grams. McChrystal implemented an innovative program called the 
 Afghanistan-Pakistan Hands Program in 2009. The concept was to 
develop a cadre of several hundred US offi cers who were trained in 
language (Dari, Pashto, or Urdu), culture, and history and who then 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   174H7580-Hanagan.indb   174 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



OCTOBER 2008–DECEMBER 2014: NATO SURGES  175

served in repetitive assignments in either Afghanistan or Pakistan, and 
in the Pentagon. It was thought they would develop and maintain per-
sonal relationships with the Afghans and Pakistanis they worked with 
and that their deeper understanding of the politics and the people of the 
two countries would improve the coalition’s execution of the compre-
hensive approach, as well as provide insights into the region that would 
be useful in political and military policy making in the United States. 
ISAF made good use of the offi cers as they started arriving in 2010 by 
assigning them to the ISAF headquarters, ISAF Joint  Command, and 
NTM-A (where many worked ministerial outreach), in the regional 
commands, in PRTs, and in special forces teams, as well as embedding 
them into the local governance structures of the districts and prov-
inces. However, the US military services did not establish assignment 
policies that utilized the offi cers in follow-on tours where their skills 
and knowledge could be used.764 Thus, the American military bureau-
cracy limited the long-term benefi ts of a coalition initiative.

Despite ISAF’s almost continual efforts to adjust organizational 
structures and operating procedures, it could not solve all of its prob-
lems. One area in particular that could never be solved was intelligence. 
Many of the contributing nations established their own national intel-
ligence centers in the country and they were often reluctant to share 
intelligence with others.765 In addition, due to issues related to the clas-
sifi cation levels of intelligence (confi dential, secret, and top secret), and 
release status (that is, some intelligence was United States only, some 
could be released to NATO countries, and some to non-NATO coun-
tries), ISAF couldn’t establish one all-encompassing intelligence sys-
tem that included all the contributing nations and linked together the 
regional commands, ISAF Joint Command, and the ISAF headquar-
ters. As a result, a patchwork of parallel intelligence networks emerged 
across the country. Intelligence offi cers had to develop innovative ways 
to ensure critical intelligence was provided to the people who needed 
it, such as operational forces in the fi eld, colleagues in neighboring 
regional commands, and across the staffs.766 The coalition therefore 
had to learn to cope with a less-than-ideal situation in a critical area.
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The persistent problems from the strategic to the tactical levels, 
in combination with the most violent phase of the confl ict, 2008–10, 
could have fi nally strained cohesion beyond the breaking point had it 
not been for the political decision by the United States to massively 
increase troops and material resources and take a leading role. While 
there were many reasons for national involvement in the coalition, the 
surge in US resources was the most critical binding agent that held 
the allies and partners together. This political decision facilitated 
the decisions of many of the other coalition partners to also increase 
their forces. For ISAF, the years of experience gained from operating 
together under diffi cult conditions and the ability to learn from mis-
takes generated a multitude of military changes and adaptations once 
resources started to increase. The surge gave the coalition the means 
to create new organizational structures, such as ISAF Joint Command, 
NTM-A, and RC-Southwest, which facilitated realignments in the 
command and control confi guration. The ISAF commander could 
fi nally concentrate on strategic issues while the IJC commander concen-
trated on operational activities. The shift in the command and control 
of the OMLTs and POMLTs and special forces improved coordination 
among the security, development, and governance lines of effort within 
the regions. The surge also enabled new operating procedures, such as 
embedded partnering and the development of a civilian-military cam-
paign plan coordinated with the Afghans; new training initiatives, such 
as NTM-A’s literacy training; and new missions and programs, such as 
counternarcotics operations and the District Delivery Program. The 
wide-ranging changes also enabled a massive expansion in the scale of 
operations and training. Taken together, they improved the coalition’s 
performance enough to beat back the insurgency and create the time 
and space necessary to develop Afghan capabilities, all of which sus-
tained political confi dence. The incremental improvements in ANSF 
abilities meant Afghan security forces were ready to take the lead for 
security responsibility as the transition unfolded and the coalition 
could conduct an organized drawdown.

During the last few years of ISAF’s existence, 2011–14, there were 
few forces fraying cohesion. Canadian, Dutch, and French decisions 
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to withdraw combat forces before 2014 could have opened the door 
to a general unraveling of the entire coalition, but they did not. The 
shift in emphasis to noncombat operations, the progressive assumption 
of security responsibility by the Afghans during the Inteqal transition, 
and ISAF’s shift to a support role meant the combat pressures were 
removed and the coalition could conduct an organized withdrawal. In 
the end, the Taliban coalition did not succeed in either forcing the 
withdrawal of international forces or overthrowing the Afghan gov-
ernment. Overall, one could say NATO achieved its objective of pre-
venting Afghanistan from regressing back to becoming a safe haven for 
terrorism while it was engaged in ISAF.

By the time the ISAF mission was winding down in 2013, there 
were some impressive achievements: fi ve million refugees returned to 
Afghanistan (the largest refugee return in history), more than eight 
million children were in school (more than a third of them girls), 
one in two Afghans had a cell phone, almost all Afghans had access to 
health care, the Taliban had less than 10 percent support, the majority 
of Afghans told pollsters they thought their country was on the right 
track, and Kabul was described as a busy, functioning city.767 Further-
more, in 2012 a new phenomenon emerged in the rural areas of the east 
and northeast: independent uprisings of local tribes against the Taliban. 
This “Andar Awakening” spread to the south, to include  Kandahar, in 
2013.768 Political, economic, and security conditions seemed to be on 
a positive trend.

But will this situation continue over the long term? It was an open 
question whether ISAF had built enough ANSF capacity for them to 
hold off the Taliban coalition while the Afghan government worked 
toward a political settlement. As ANSF assumed responsibility for secu-
rity during the transition, it could be argued that it was able to hold its 
own against the insurgents only because it still received assistance from 
ISAF via the coalition’s strategic enablers—particularly intelligence, 
close air support, transportation, and medical support.  However, by 
2014, the Afghan air force demonstrated a capacity to plan and execute 
“air operations including emergency extraction, emergency casualty 
evacuation, air reconnaissance and troop transport airlift with limited 
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ISAF support.”769 The ANSF was on its way to developing some of 
its own enabler capabilities and it was striving to wean itself off ISAF 
dependence

By the end of 2014, Afghanistan still had major problems and chal-
lenges to overcome. They included institutional corruption and a lack 
of human capital, which weakened administrative capacity from the 
district to province and capital levels. Endemic criminal activity (such 
as the narcotics trade) supported by robust illicit networks continued, 
along with enduring tribal confl icts and tensions. Economic develop-
ment needs were still massive. Government authority outside Kabul 
was still weak and regional warlords still too strong. But the peace-
ful transition of political power in 2014 with the election of President 
Ashraf Ghani was a positive development, even though the election 
process was a long, drawn-out affair.770 By 2014 and into 2015, there 
were still problems with attrition rates in the Afghan army and police 
but they showed resilience and generally fought well against the insur-
gents, so the ANSF seemed to have become a stable national institu-
tion.771 Furthermore, NATO members and partners recognized that 
the Afghan security forces remained dependent on international assis-
tance and so the Alliance agreed to continue its support after 2014. 
At the Wales Summit in September 2014, the allies pledged three 
inter related lines of engagement: the NATO-led Resolute Support 
mission to train, advise, and assist the ANSF; the provision of fi nan-
cial assistance to the Afghan security forces through the ANA (Afghan 
National Army) Trust Fund; and continuing consultation and cooper-
ation through the NATO–Afghanistan Enduring Partnership.772 The 
Alliance’s involvement in Afghanistan would therefore continue after 
the completion of the ISAF mission.
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Why Cohesion Endured 

under Adversity

In March 2014, NATO secretary general Rasmussen stated to a forum 
at the Brookings Institution that the Alliance’s ISAF mission in Afghan-
istan was “the biggest and most effective coalition in recent history.” 
Bringing together a quarter of the world’s countries in the fi fty-mem-
ber coalition, it was “a coalition that only NATO could have gathered 
and commanded.”773 However, building such a large coalition was not 
the Alliance’s original intention and its ultimate activities were dra-
matically more ambitious and wide ranging than the initial limited 
efforts to secure Kabul and assist the transitional Afghan government. 
Explaining how this happened brings us back to the central question: 
NATO was not initially involved in military operations in Afghanistan, 
but this slowly changed. First, the Alliance decided to take over the 
ISAF mission in Kabul and expanded the mission geographically and 
operationally. ISAF then surged, followed by an organized withdrawal. 
Why did this happen and how did ISAF maintain coalition cohesion 
throughout the campaign in Afghanistan?

While NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan was ultimately precip-
itated by the September 11 terrorist attacks, it was not preordained 
or guaranteed. The Alliance had to deal with a new and complicated 
situation in 2001 and it took time to adjust to the new strategic environ-
ment. In fact, the initial default position for the allies was not to turn 
to the Alliance for operations in Afghanistan. A number of factors mili-
tated against action. Neither the Taliban government nor the al-Qaeda 
terrorist organization presented a survival threat to the Alliance and its 
members. NATO’s strategic culture at the time did not envision action 
so far from NATO territory, as its out-of-area remit was peripheral 
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to Alliance territory, or the execution of such an ambitious regime-
change mission. The conception of NATO’s security role as expressed 
in its strategic culture meant the Alliance’s organizational capacities 
were limited. There had been no prior contingency planning to deal 
with a problem like transnational terrorism and the organization lacked 
the collective military resources to deploy and sustain combat forces 
far from allied territory. These organizational capacity limitations 
infl uenced national policy positions. The Alliance members lacked the 
collective political will to generate a decision to undertake combined 
action by NATO in fall 2001.

However, the dramatic shift in the strategic environment induced 
the allies to reconsider NATO’s role and purpose. As such, the  Alliance 
gradually began to change as it incrementally involved itself in the 
multi national ISAF coalition. This book argues that the drivers of 
political will and organizational capacity can be utilized to explain 
NATO’s initial lack of involvement in Afghanistan, its decision to take 
over command of ISAF, and the coalition’s dramatic transformation 
over time. They can also provide an explanation for the coalition’s abil-
ity to generate and sustain cohesion in the midst of a confl ict that esca-
lated in violence and in the face of multiple forces that frayed cohesion.

In effect, NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan and ISAF’s trans-
formation was a case of multinational military adaptation. However, 
developments were not as straightforward as this statement seems to 
suggest. As Theo Farrell has argued, “There is nothing natural or easy 
about military adaptation.” War is a complex phenomenon and history 
has shown it is well nigh impossible for the combatants “to anticipate all 
of the problems they will face in the war.” It is not unusual for them to 
misunderstand the challenges they face or underestimate the amount of 
resources needed. They can also learn the wrong lessons.  Furthermore, 
since strategic culture frames how a military organization sees itself and 
sees the world and as such prescribes its range of legitimate actions, it 
can shape learning and “make some options for military change possi-
ble, and others impossible.”774 Nevertheless, the allies made the deci-
sion to undertake the ISAF mission in April 2003 after a signifi cant 
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shift in the Alliance’s strategic culture—the fi rst major adaptation after 
9/11. It was an open-ended, out-of area decision that was unprece-
dented in the organization’s history.

As noted earlier, the decision was based on a perception of the char-
acter of the confl ict that turned out to be fl awed. As the confl ict changed 
ISAF struggled to fi nd the right way to fi ght it. The coalition had to 
repeatedly reconsider what it was doing and how it was doing it. In the 
end, ISAF seemed to demonstrate it was a multinational coalition capa-
ble of learning as it successively changed and adapted its organizational 
structures and operations and incrementally expanded its activities. 
 Furthermore, all of the NATO allies stayed engaged throughout the 
campaign (cohesion endured) and twenty-two partner nations joined the 
coalition even as ISAF eventually engaged in a wide range of unantici-
pated activities that included counterterrorism, counterinsurgency, and 
counternarcotics operations, as well as training and mentoring activi-
ties. This process of change and adaptation was persistently challenged 
by a multitude of fraying forces that worked to undermine cohesion.

The fact that cohesion endured is surprising. Given the negative his-
torical experiences of alliances and coalitions, the low stakes involved 
in the war for the allies and partners, the inconclusive nature of the 
confl ict against the Taliban, the fact that today for many European 
countries war is considered an illegitimate means for resolving inter-
national differences, one could argue the ISAF coalition should have 
fallen apart. The forces fraying cohesion included intra-alliance ten-
sions over burden-sharing; disagreements about what ISAF should 
do; concerns about US unilateralism; and reluctance to get involved 
in combat operations or remain engaged over the long term. Also, 
operational ineffi ciencies (from restrictive national caveats to resource, 
training, and doctrinal shortfalls) led to inconclusive tactical opera-
tions, which produced a widespread perception the international effort 
was a failure. However, unexpectedly, the coalition did not fracture and 
cohesion endured under adversity.

Since NATO is not an autonomous security organization, there 
must be a convergence in political will among the members in order for 
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action to occur. In this case, the allies eventually reached consensus on 
the proposal for NATO to take over the ISAF mission. As noted ear-
lier, fi nding volunteers for the fi rst three ISAF rotations was not easy or 
straightforward. In the spring of 2003, nations were not eagerly lining 
up to lead a rotation. However, the allies shared a view of the dangers 
posed by transnational Islamic terrorism. The sanctuary provided by 
Afghanistan to Islamic terrorists had facilitated a multitude of attacks in 
Europe and around the world by al-Qaeda and its affi liates. Combined 
with the large number of foiled plots and the extensive, interconnected 
terrorist networks uncovered by European police and security services 
in almost every country in Western Europe, allied governments under-
standably concluded that they were under attack. The security threat 
was potentially real and this was a major infl uence in generating the 
Alliance decision. Preventing Afghanistan from reverting back to a safe 
haven for transnational Islamic terrorists was an objective the allies 
agreed with, but this would require nation-building, of which ISAF 
was a key part. Engaging NATO solved the problem of ISAF and it 
meant the coalition’s mission became a collective effort rather than an 
individual effort.

However, political will was not only based on the assessment of the 
jihadist threat. Ultimately, political will was derived from a variety of 
infl uences. In fact, national reasons to contribute to the coalition, and 
to stay engaged, eventually seemed to develop into a complex mosaic 
based on intertwined domestic and Alliance politics. Many countries 
had more than one reason to contribute. While the mission was seen 
as legitimate from a moral and humanitarian perspective—it was the 
right thing to do, especially since Afghanistan had been abandoned 
after the Soviet-Afghan war—participation in the coalition was also a 
means to achieve other objectives for both allies and partner nations. 
For many countries, their reputation in NATO mattered. So they 
joined the ISAF coalition and then stayed through the tough period 
because they wanted to be seen as reliable allies. They did not want to 
be seen as quitters or shirkers. For example, the reasoning for Canada’s 
decision to deploy into Kandahar was articulated by a senior Canadian 

H7580-Hanagan.indb   182H7580-Hanagan.indb   182 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



WHY COHESION ENDURED UNDER ADVERSITY 183

foreign affairs offi cial who stated, “The decision to go to Kandahar 
was a collective one . . . We didn’t do it because someone in NATO 
wanted us to do it, or because the Americans made us do it . . . We did it 
because Afghanistan was a serious issue, we were a serious country . . . 
and we were determined to behave accordingly.”775 Countries like Can-
ada, Italy, and Spain wanted to be taken seriously as top-tier nations in 
the international community. NATO aspirants wanted to show their 
value to the Alliance in order to improve their chances of membership 
and new members wanted to fulfi ll the obligations of membership and 
show they would not be free riders. Some countries joined or stayed 
out of a desire to improve their relations with the United States or 
just out of loyalty to America. Loyalty to NATO and to the allies and 
partners operating together in Afghanistan was widespread. Members 
of the coalition wanted ISAF to succeed and, more important, they 
came to believe that ISAF could not afford to be defeated by the insur-
gent coalition. The credibility of the Alliance was on the line, especially 
after tens of thousands of troops had been committed and after ISAF 
had demonstrated it could defeat large, organized Taliban attacks in 
2006. Premature withdrawal and defeat after the investment of so much 
blood and treasure would be taken by the jihadists as a strategic victory 
against the international community on par with the Soviet-Afghan 
war and it would lead to worsening instability in the region. The mutu-
ally reinforcing reasons for enduring political will, in the face of often 
acrimonious tensions among the allies and partners, provided a degree 
of top-down cohesion to the coalition—but they did not prevent many 
countries from skimping on resources. Most of the countries were 
reluctant or unable to increase troops and material capabilities as the 
confl ict escalated, which made it much more diffi cult for the coalition 
to achieve its operational objectives.

Political will and national commitment were sustained by organiza-
tional capacity. The ISAF coalition was deeply multinational, with most 
units and all major operations comprised of multiple nations. The inter-
weaving of units and specialist capabilities forced the allies to rely on 
each other. Over time, as the forces gained experience from  training and 
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operating together, familiarity, mutual trust, and confi dence increased 
among the coalition partners. As one allied offi cer said, “It’s a matter 
of professional pride that you deliver success” and the allies and part-
ners “are key” to that. “There’s absolutely a bottom-up drive that binds 
your fi ghting force . . . From the tactical level, there’s absolutely trust 
in those you fought with for a long time.” He acknowledged among 
the different contributing nations “there are slightly different cultures 
. . . slightly different ways of doing things, but professionally there is 
trust. When you’re in the fi ght, when you’ve got those [other nations] 
around you, there is absolute trust, there is real glue there. And that 
drives that binding further up.”776 This  tactical- and  operational-level 
bonding generated the norms and practices that partners do not aban-
don each other, especially in adversity. “The heat of battle” acted as an 
incubator of cohesion. In addition, NATO’s strategic- level consultation 
and planning bodies developed forums and processes for multinational 
coordination that reinforced the norm against abandonment. National 
decisions to increase, withdraw, or reposition forces were announced 
in advance, which allowed deliberate planning within ISAF to position 
forces where they were most needed or to fi ll gaps when necessary. 
In addition, the coalition’s experiences on the ground facilitated its 
learning.

In general, learning occurred within the coalition, at NATO, and 
within national militaries as the character of the confl ict shifted. Some 
nations learned faster than others, which ensured that wide gaps in 
capabilities endured among the partners and allies. This contributed 
to the persistent tensions over burden-sharing. Nevertheless, military 
change and adaptation efforts from learning and experience generated 
new operating procedures and new organizational structures as the 
coalition slowly expanded its operations from the initial limited stabi-
lization and reconstruction activities centered in Kabul and the PRTs. 
As the coalition recognized it had a real fi ght on its hands in 2006, it 
undertook counterinsurgency operations and expanded its training and 
advising activities. It also eventually undertook unexpected missions, 
such as counternarcotics operations. The change and adaptation efforts 
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produced operational results. ISAF forces were successful in every 
engagement against the Taliban coalition, which helped to sustain 
political-level confi dence in the deployed forces. However, force levels 
were often only just suffi cient in the years between 2006 and 2008 to 
combat the insurgency and commanders were forced to rely extensively 
on overwhelming direct and indirect fi re support. This resulted in lev-
els of collateral damage that eroded Afghan support. This in turn led 
senior level commanders to press for more resources and more forces in 
order to sustain the hard-won gains achieved by the troops and to build 
on them. This bottom-up pressure sustained cohesion and ultimately 
infl uenced national policy, the most visible decision being the US surge 
which carried the coalition through the transition and withdrawal.

The interaction of political will and organizational capacity went 
through three phases between 2003 and 2014. The fi rst phase was 
2003–05. The convergent political will that generated the allied 
decision to take over ISAF and then expand its footprint around the 
country was based on a set of perceptions and assumptions about the 
confl ict. Because violence levels were generally low, the allies perceived 
the confl ict as largely over. Most of the existing violence and combat 
activity were in the east, but the US-led OEF operation was taking 
care of it. The ISAF coalition therefore assumed all it had to do was 
help the Afghans get on their feet and it could do it through stabiliza-
tion and reconstruction activities that would include securing Kabul, 
assisting security sector reform activities, and taking over and expand-
ing the number of PRTs in the regions. The mission, therefore, was 
similar to the peace operations the Alliance had undertaken in Bosnia 
and Kosovo in that military efforts were meant to provide a safe and 
secure environment so that political, civil, economic, and reconstruc-
tions activities could proceed. What came to be called ISAF’s compre-
hensive approach at the Riga Summit in 2006 had long been practiced 
in NATO operations in the Balkans where civil and military authori-
ties endeavored to coordinate security, economic, and governance lines 
of effort. However, despite the massive involvement of governmental 
and nongovernmental organizations in Afghanistan, the ISAF coalition 
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found it had to engage in nonmilitary lines of effort. This led to an 
expansion in ISAF’s activities that ultimately went far beyond what the 
Stabilization Force and Kosovo Force had done. In addition, the suc-
cessive command headquarters rotations in Bosnia and Kosovo gave 
the Alliance’s standing military formations operational experience that 
was useful for, and was repeated in, ISAF. For ISAF and Afghanistan, 
therefore, the Alliance seemed to have a well-developed organizational 
capacity, based on its prior experiences and operations in the Balkans, to 
take over what seemed to be a relatively straightforward mission. This 
organizational capacity gave the coalition confi dence it could execute 
the mission and reinforced political will and commitment, thus gen-
erating cohesion. However, the perception of the confl ict was wrong. 
Violence levels were low during this period because the Taliban coali-
tion was reconstituting itself in Pakistan. Coalition force levels, in both 
ISAF and OEF, were insuffi cient to secure the population. Generation 
of Afghan security forces, both army and police, was also insuffi cient to 
provide security. The ensuing security vacuum throughout the country 
proved benefi cial to the Taliban coalition as it executed its own cam-
paign to return to Afghanistan. Its ability to launch offensive operations 
in 2006 changed entirely the character of the confl ict and put tremen-
dous pressure on the ISAF coalition.

The second phase for the coalition, 2006–08, was thus driven by the 
Taliban. The uncontested and methodical nature of ISAF’s expansion 
into RC-North and RC-West, in 2004 and 2005, was nothing like what 
the coalition encountered as it expanded around the rest of the country 
in 2006. Contrary to coalition expectations that it would carry on with 
stabilization, reconstruction, and development activities, the allies and 
partners that deployed into RC-South in 2006 found themselves facing 
a full-blown confl ict against a well-established enemy which meant they 
could not avoid combat operations as the Taliban coalition launched 
large organized attacks. The unexpected shift in the character of the 
confl ict caught the ISAF coalition off guard and it spent the next three 
years trying to catch up. An allied offi cer who deployed repeatedly into 
Helmand between 2006 and 2013 described the situation. Members of 
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the British brigade task force that deployed into Helmand as ISAF took 
over command of RC-South “very rapidly got involved in a pretty seri-
ous fi ght and very rapidly discovered that [they] didn’t have the combat 
power to do what [they] were [going there] to do.” They had expected 
“to bring governance and security” but “it became obvious pretty rap-
idly . . . that actually they were going to end up fi ghting.” He added, 
“The fi ghting was proper infantry rampart, Zulu Dawn, stuff. Waves 
of people coming at us . . . Taliban throwing themselves against the 
ramparts. Counterinsurgency? Not really. War fi ghting? Absolutely.” 
The coalition realized it needed to increase force numbers in the 
region. For the United Kingdom that meant “the subsequent history 
of 2007, 2008, 2009 [was] then one of build up, build up, build up to 
the high point of 9,500 soldiers in a small pocket of Helmand Province 
as the Marines came in.” He concluded, “We stumbled into Helmand  
Province. I think from 2006 right through until about 2009–10 we 
were just gradually trying to catch an error, make up for what we did. 
And not until about 2009–10 did we start having the correct force den-
sities, and then we actually start delivering some quite good stuff.” As 
the coalition took over RC-South, the offi cer also described problems 
with command and control. He said the British initially established a 
split command structure. The commander of the brigade task force 
also served as the national contingent commander. As such, the one-
star general established himself in Kabul with ISAF headquarters. The 
task force headquarters in Lashkar Gah had “a full colonel who was 
not part of the brigade running the operation. It was a mess, a huge 
mess.” The offi cer attributed the unusual command structure to the 
pressures of another theater, Iraq. He said Afghanistan was a compro-
mise because “we did not have the force structure, and the reason we 
didn’t have the force structure going in was because Iraq was still going 
and the British army can only produce so much.”777 Other allies and 
partners had similar experiences.

Overall the shock of combat in 2006 shattered the perceptions and 
assumptions of the allies and partners. It presented an operational crisis 
to ISAF and a test of political will to national governments. The grind 
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of escalating confl ict through 2008 put further pressure on the coali-
tion. This was a critical time when cohesion could have been strained 
beyond the breaking point, causing the coalition to unravel. Multiple 
factors contributed to the stress. The ISAF coalition was forced to 
acknowledge that the character of the confl ict had changed—it could 
not just engage in stabilization and reconstruction. It had to be ready to 
engage in complex counterinsurgency operations, but its effectiveness 
was undermined by political decisions regarding national caveats and 
where governments were willing to deploy their forces. In addition, 
reluctance to commit signifi cant forces to Afghanistan, in combination 
with competing international operational demands, meant ISAF never 
had suffi cient resources to achieve its ambitious objectives across the 
governance, development, and security domains. This increased risk 
for the coalition, which in turn translated into casualties. The shortfalls 
in troops and enabling capabilities forced commanders to rely exten-
sively on overwhelming direct and indirect fi re support. This in turn 
resulted in collateral damage that eroded Afghan support. The politi-
cal and operational stresses produced intense intra-alliance acrimony 
about burden-sharing as the confl ict turned out to be longer, harder, 
and costlier than expected. Disagreements on the role and purpose of 
OEF and ISAF and the disjointed nature of their command and con-
trol relationships, despite their functional and geographic overlapping, 
hindered the coherent execution of the comprehensive approach. Fur-
thermore, the decentralized execution of operations within the regions 
led to short-term tactical gains. This produced frustrations among 
the forces on the ground and a widespread perception that the inter-
national effort was a failure.

The pressures militating against cohesion were signifi cant. However, 
the coalition did not fracture because the pressures militating for cohe-
sion outweighed them. ISAF held together due to the interaction of the 
two drivers. Political will endured and was derived from multiple Alli-
ance and domestic political infl uences. These included humanitarian 
and moral aspirations, solidarity in the face of a shared terrorist threat, 
and the overriding belief that ISAF’s defeat by the Taliban would be 
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fatal for NATO as a security institution. As such, national governments 
incrementally made critical decisions which reduced strategic and 
operational pressures. Political will was sustained by cautious optimism 
that ISAF could prevail over the Taliban because the incremental adap-
tations in organizational capacity at the strategic and operational levels 
seemed to make the coalition more effective. This top-down cohesion 
was supported by the bottom-up cohesion produced by bonding at the 
operational and tactical levels through shared adversity. Moreover, the 
Taliban were defeated whenever they attacked. Together, the drivers 
produced continuing cohesion even as the differences in national stra-
tegic culture, availability of military resources, and variation in oper-
ational competence made knitting together the coalition extremely 
complex.

Surprisingly, the hard phase of 2006–08 led to further commitments 
by a number of the allies and partners. ISAF force levels increased from 
9,000 in spring 2006 to 51,100 by November 2008. Operationally, ISAF 
demonstrated it was a learning organization as it fought back, shifted its 
operational approach, and undertook new missions in training, men-
toring, and counterinsurgency. In short, both ISAF and NATO learned 
and adapted to the changed character of the confl ict as NATO got 
into the game. However, the major shortfall in ISAF’s coalition oper-
ations was the continued national unwillingness to commit suffi cient 
resources to ensure success, contributing to the “catching-up” nature 
of its activities. The multiple ineffi ciencies and weaknesses of the coa-
lition needed to be addressed, but it took until 2009 for further change 
to occur.

The third phase, 2009–14, developed as the coalition recognized 
something needed to change. It was in an untenable position as vio-
lence continued to escalate. In the course of intensive consultations 
and strategic reviews at the operational, strategic, and national levels in 
2008–09, the allies and partners thought through what changes needed 
to be made. The change in US administration and the drawdown of 
forces in Iraq provided the opportunity and the means for signifi cant 
changes in the ISAF coalition. For domestic political  reasons, the new 
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US administration decided to massively increase troops and material 
resources and take a leading role. America’s decision to assume the pre-
ponderance of the operational burden was the most critical binding 
agent that held the coalition together and ensured cohesion would not 
be strained beyond the breaking point after 2009. The US surge was 
accompanied by increases in allied and partner forces and a major effort 
to generate ANSF forces. For ISAF, the years of experience gained from 
operating together under diffi cult conditions and the ability to learn 
from mistakes generated a multitude of adaptations once resources 
started to increase. The surges enabled ISAF to fundamentally improve 
its command and control confi guration, overhaul its operating proce-
dures, and expand its activities as the allies and partners agreed to fully 
merge OEF and ISAF. In addition, the president’s announcement that 
the surge was only temporary and that combat operations would end 
by 2014 opened the door for the allies and partners to start overtly 
thinking about withdrawal. Taken together, the national decisions to 
surge forces, in conjunction with the merging of OEF and ISAF and 
the creation of the intermediate commands of ISAF Joint  Command 
and NTM-A, fi nally gave ISAF the capacity to execute a comprehen-
sive civilian-military campaign plan that brought together the counter-
terrorism, counterinsurgency, stabilization and reconstruction, and 
training and mentoring efforts in a coherent way. These improvements 
in the coalition’s organizational capacities also gave it the ability to exe-
cute operations that were orders of magnitude larger than all previous 
operations. They produced results—the Taliban were beaten back. The 
enduring political will refl ected in the surge of resources was supported 
by the coalition’s capacity to deliver achievements. This helped carry 
the coalition through the toughest phase of the fi ghting, the security 
transition, the gradual drawdown of forces, and the end of the ISAF 
mission.

The decisions and changes that occurred during the third phase 
also meant ISAF had signifi cantly transformed over time. From a small 
multinational coalition with a limited mission in 2003 that was com-
prised of a small headquarters (240 personnel), a multinational bri-
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gade in Kabul, and an airport task force, it had evolved into a massive 
multinational coalition by 2009–10 with wide-ranging missions. Its 
operational command and control structures included a much larger 
headquarters (2,200 personnel) supported by the ISAF Joint Command 
and NTM-A (another 1,900 personnel) in Kabul, as well as fi ve regional 
commands, scores of multinational battle groups in the regions, hun-
dreds of army and police training/mentoring teams, and twenty-eight 
PRTs. Overall, the military changes and adaptations made by the coali-
tion and by NATO were incremental, occurring as conditions changed 
and learning occurred. While the overall objective remained the same, 
the way the coalition went about achieving it changed. This included 
adjustments to the civil, economic, and military lines of effort; the cre-
ation of new organizational structures; the adoption of new missions, 
new ways of fi ghting, and new operating procedures; and the creation 
of new doctrine and new exercise, training, and educational programs.

In the end, the pressures of the confl ict and the various fraying 
forces were not suffi cient to fracture the coalition to the point of dis-
solution due to the combined interaction of political will and organiza-
tional capacity which generated and sustained the cohesion necessary 
to hold everyone together. While there was no overt free riding (all 
the allies contributed), there was shirking. Many allies contributed just 
enough to be respectable. This produced the catching-up character of 
ISAF operations through much of the confl ict and meant combat oper-
ations were harder for the allies. Still, the unprecedented commitment 
ultimately led to a fi fty-nation coalition working to achieve a hugely 
ambitious objective in Afghanistan. It could even be argued that given 
all the negative pressures, the allies and partners stayed engaged much 
longer than anyone could have expected.

NATO’s extensive commitment in Afghanistan does not mean it will 
continue to undertake this type of mission in the future. The exhaus-
tive effort in Afghanistan may have been a factor in NATO not get-
ting involved in Libya after Operation Unifi ed Protector and the fall 
of Muammar Gaddhafi ’s regime or in the disintegrating Middle East 
in general.
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As the ISAF mission concluded, the international security envi-
ronment continued to evolve. The dangers posed by nonstate actors, 
transnational Islamic terrorists, failed states, and ungoverned spaces 
were joined by the reemergence of Russia as a security threat. NATO 
secretary general Jens Stoltenberg noted in his 2014 Annual Report that 
“Russia has used military force to annex Crimea, destabilise eastern 
Ukraine, and intimidate its neighbors.”778 Furthermore, it utilized a 
hybrid form of warfare in Ukraine, integrating proxies, the separat-
ists in eastern Ukraine, and a sophisticated information /propaganda 
campaign with the deployments of conventional forces to achieve 
its security interests. This made it harder for NATO (and the Euro-
pean Union) to respond. So while NATO might not be willing to get 
involved in another state-building operation in North Africa or the 
Middle East, it cannot revert to a strategy that prepares for defensive 
conventional war against its former enemy in the event deterrence fails. 
It will have to continue to adapt if it is to remain useful and relevant to 
its members. Its history indicates that this is possible.
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Appendix 1: Command Structures 

(OEF and ISAF), 2001–2012

• All diagrams show only the major command structures of OEF and ISAF. 
They also show overall lines of command and control; they do not distin-
guish between operational control (OPCON) or tactical control (TACON) 
relationships.

• The JSOTFs ( Joint Special Operations Task Force) conducted combat 
operations.

• CJCMOTF (Combined Joint Civil-Military Operations Task Force) estab-
lished December 2001; conducted humanitarian assistance.

• ISAF established December 2001; assisted Afghan Interim Authority; secured 
Kabul; and facilitated reconstruction.

• SOCCENT means Special Operations Command CENTCOM.
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ISAF HQ
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• JSOTF North and South subsumed into CJSOTF-A (Combined Joint Special 
Operations Task Force–Afghanistan).

• OMC-A (Offi ce of Military Cooperation–Afghanistan) established February 
2002; responsible for security sector reform; conducted training and mentor-
ing of Afghan National Army.

• CJTF-180 (Combined Joint Task Force–180) established May 2002; command 
responsible for security, stabilization, reconstruction, and training.

• CTF-82 (Combined Task Force–82) established summer 2002; conducted 
security operations.

• CJCMOTF started conducting reconstruction as well as humanitarian assis-
tance via ten CHLCs (Coalition Humanitarian Liaison Cell).

• PRT (Provincial Reconstruction Team) concept proposed to President Karzai 
fall 2002; plan developed fall 2002.

• December 2002: Afghan government and coalitions agree on goal of creating 
70,000 Afghan army and 62,000 Afghan police by 2006.
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• NATO took over ISAF in August 2003; began expansion by taking over PRT 
Kunduz in December 2003.

• CJTF Phoenix (Combined Joint Task Force Phoenix) established June 2003; 
conducted Afghan National Army (ANA) training and mentoring.

• CFC-A (Combined Forces Command–Afghanistan) established October 2003; 
started conducting counterinsurgency in fall 2003.

• CMOCs (Civil-Military Operations Center) and CHLCs deactivated since 
PRTs created.

• Afghan Central Corps (201st Corps) activated in Kabul.
• 8 PRTs by end 2003.
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• CJCMOTF deactivated when PRTs came under RC control.
• CJTF-180 renamed CJTF-76 with HQ rotation in April 2004.
• RC-South and RC-East headquarters established May 2004; RC-West estab-

lished September 2004.
• ISAF expanded into the north by taking over 5 PRTs.
• 19 PRTs by end of 2004.
• Four regional Afghan National Army Corps activated: 203rd in Gardez, 205th 

in Kandahar, 207th in Herat, and 209th in Mazar-e-Sharif.

CFC-A

CJTF-76 OMC-A
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• OMC-A renamed OSC-A (Offi ce of Security Cooperation–Afghanistan) in 
July 2005 when it started Afghan National Police (ANP) training.

• RC-North established by CJTF-76.
• ISAF expanded into the west by taking over 4 PRTs.
• 23 PRTs by end of 2005.
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• OSC-A renamed CSTC-A (Combined Security Transition 
Command–Afghanistan).

• June 2006, Germany took over command of RC-North bringing it into ISAF.
• ISAF expanded into the south ( July) and east (October); took over command 

of RC-South and RC-East; all forces in these regions came under ISAF com-
mand; CJTF-76 became RC-East headquarters.

• ISAF established RC-Capital and Italy took over command of RC-West.
• 25 PRTs by end of 2006.

CFC-A

CSTC-A CJSOTF-A

CJTF
Police

CENTCOM

OEF ISAF

CJTF
Phoenix

ISAF HQ 

NATO HQ

RC-East RC-North RC-West RC-South RC-Capital

Battle groups
and PRTs,
and OMLTs,
POMLTs

Multinational
Brigade and
Airport task
force 

CJTF-76

2006

H7580-Hanagan.indb   198H7580-Hanagan.indb   198 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



COMMAND STRUCTURES (OEF AND ISAF), 2001–2012 199

• CFC-A deactivated in January 2007.
• 25 PRTs (no new PRTs in 2007).
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• General McKiernan assumed command of ISAF in June 2008; he also assumed 
command of USFOR-A (US Forces–Afghanistan) in October 2008.

• USFOR-A established in October 2008.
• 26 PRTs by end of 2008.
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• IJC (ISAF Joint Command) and NTM-A (NATO Training Mission–
Afghanistan) established in November 2009.

• CSTC-A merged into NTM-A.
 CJTF Phoenix and CJTF Police deactivated when OMLT/POMLT mission 

moved to IJC control.
• 26 PRTs (no new PRTs in 2009).
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• CJSOTF-A merged into ISAF and subsumed under a new com-
mand, CFSOCC-A (Combined Forces Special Operations Component 
Command–Afghanistan).

• ISAF SOF established.
• RC Southwest established in June 2010.
• 5th regional Afghan National Army Corps, the 215th, activated in Lashkar 

Gah.
• 28 PRTs by end of 2010.
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• There were no organizational or mission changes for ISAF in 2011.
• The security transition process (Inteqal) began, whereby Afghan military 

and police forces took over responsibility for security. The transition process 
occurred in fi ve phases, each called a tranche.

• Tranche one began in March 2011. All of Bamiyan, Kabul, and Panjshayr 
provinces came under Afghan control, as well as the cities of Mazar-e-Sharif, 
Herat, Lashkar Gah, and Mehtar Lam.

• Tranche two began in November 2011. All of the Herat, Nimroz, Sar-e-Pul, 
Balkh, Samangan, and Takhar provinces transitioned. Portions of Helmand, 
Daykundi, Ghor, Jowzjan, Wardak, Parwan, Kapisa, Nangarhar, and 
Badakhshan provinces transitioned.
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• All special forces elements (CFSOCC-A and ISAF SOF) merged together 
into a new command, NSOCC-A /SOJTF-A (NATO Special Operation 
 Component Command–Afghanistan /Special Operations Joint Task Force–
Afghanistan) in August.
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Appendix 2: ISAF Rotations 

and Commanders

ISAF I Dec 2001–

Jun 2002

UK lead with augmentation Major General John 

McColl, UK

ISAF II Jun 2002–

Feb 2003

Turkey lead with augmentation Major General Hilmi Akin 

Zorlu, Turkey

ISAF III Feb 2003–

Aug 2003

1 (German/NL) Corps Lieutenant General 

Norbert Van Heyst, 

Germany

ISAF IV Aug 2003–

Feb 2004

Joint Command Center, 

Heidelberg, with 

augmentation

Lieutenant General Götz 

Gliemeroth, Germany

ISAF V Feb 2004–

Aug 2004

Canada lead with 

augmentation

Lieutenant General Rick 

Hillier, Canada

ISAF VI Aug 2004–

Feb 2005

Eurocorps General Jean-Louis Py, 

France

ISAF VII Feb 2005–

Aug 2005

NATO Rapid Deployable 

Corps-Turkey

General Ethem Erdagi, 

Turkey

ISAF VIII Aug 2005–

May 2006

NATO Rapid Deployable 

Corps-Italy

General Mauro de 

Vecchio, Italy

ISAF IX May 2006–

Feb 2007

Allied Rapid Reaction Corps 

(ARRC)

General Sir David 

Richards, UK

ISAF X &

ISAF XI

Feb 2007–

Jun 2008

NATO Rapid Deployable 

Corps-Stettin (fi rst half); Allied 

Force Command, Heidelberg 

(second half)

General Dan McNeill, US

ISAF Jun 2008–

Jun 2009

Composite command 

that included NATO Rapid 

Deployable Corps-Italy

General David McKiernan, 

US

ISAF Jun 2009–

Jun 2010

Composite General Stanley 

McChrystal, US
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ISAF Jun 2010–

Jul 2010

Composite Lieutenant General Sir 

Nick Parker, UK

ISAF Jul 2010–

Jul 2011

Composite General David Petraeus, 

US

ISAF Jul 2011–

Feb 2013

3 HQ rotations: Allied Force 

Command, Heidelberg; 

Eurocorps; Allied Force 

Command, Madrid

General John Allen, US

ISAF Feb 2013–

Aug 2014

Composite General John Dunford, 

US

ISAF Aug 2014–

Dec 2014

Composite General John Campbell, 

US

H7580-Hanagan.indb   206H7580-Hanagan.indb   206 6/10/19   10:30 AM6/10/19   10:30 AM



Appendix 3: Coalition Force Levels

April 2002

OEF: 6,500

ISAF: 4,500 (18 nations)

February 2008

OEF: 17,000

ISAF: 43,250 (40 nations)

October 2002

OEF: 14,000

ISAF: 5,000 (21 nations)

November 2008

OEF: 19,000

ISAF: 51,100 (41 nations)

August 2003

OEF: 11,000

ISAF: 6,100 (31 nations)

June 2009

OEF: 24,000

ISAF: 61,130 (42 nations)

June 2004

OEF: 20,000

ISAF: 6,500 (34 nations)

February 2010

ISAF: 85,795 (43 nations)

*OEF and ISAF effectively merged

June 2005

OEF: 20,000

ISAF: 8,682 (37 nations)

November 2010

ISAF: 130,930 (48 nations)

December 2005

OEF: 18,000

ISAF: 9,000 (37 nations)

July 2011

ISAF: 132,457 (48 nations)

Spring 2006

OEF: 19,000

ISAF: 9,000 (37 nations)

December 2011

ISAF: 130,408 (50 nations)

September 2006

OEF: 17,000

ISAF: 19,500 (37 nations)

December 2012

ISAF: 102,011 (50 nations)

January 2007

OEF: 9,000

ISAF: 35,460 (37 nations)

December 2013

ISAF: 84,271 (49 nations)

December 2007

OEF: 8,000

ISAF: 41,741 (39 nations)

November 2014

ISAF: 28,360 (48 nations)
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The 50 nations in the ISAF coalition as of December 2011 were:

Albania
Armenia
Australia
Austria
Azerbaijan
Bahrain
Belgium
Bosnia-Herzegovina
Bulgaria
Canada
Croatia
Czech Republic
Denmark
El Salvador
Estonia
Finland
France
Georgia
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Italy
Jordan

Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Macedonia
Malaysia
Mongolia
Montenegro
Netherlands
New Zealand
Norway
Poland
Portugal
Republic of Korea
Romania
Singapore
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Tonga
Turkey
Ukraine
United Arab Emirates
United Kingdom
United States
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Appendix 4: Provincial 

Reconstruction Teams

PRT Province

Region & 

Opening Date Lead Nation

Contributing 

Nations

1. Gardez Paktia East Jan 2003 US

2. Bamiyan Bamiyan East Mar 2003 US, then 

New Zealand

Malaysia, US

3. Kunduz Kunduz and 

Takhar

North Apr 2003 US, then 

Germany

Belgium, 

Hungary, US

4. Mazar-e-

Sharif

Balkh, Sar-e-

Pol, Samangan, 

and Jowzjan

North Jul 2003 UK, then 

Sweden

Denmark, 

Finland, 

Romania, 

Croatia, US

5. Bagram Kapisa East Nov 2003 US Republic of 

Korea

6. Herat Herat West Dec 2003 US, then Italy France, US

7. Jalalabad Nangarhar East Dec 2003 US

8. Kandahar Kandahar South Dec 2003 US, then 

Canada, 

then US

US

9. Asadabad Kunar East Feb 2004 US

10. Khowst Khowst East Mar 2004 US

11. Ghazni Ghazni East Mar 2004 US, then 

Poland

Poland, US

12. Qalat Zabul South Apr 2004 US Romania

13. Feyzabad Badakhshan North Jul 2004 Germany Belgium, Czech, 

Denmark, US
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14. Meymaneh Faryab North Jul 2004 UK, then 

Norway

Finland, 

US, Latvia, 

Macedonia, 

Germany, 

Sweden

15. Lashkar Gah Helmand South (west)

Sep 2004

US then UK Denmark, 

Estonia, US

16. Farah Farah West Sep 2004 US

17. Sharan Paktika East Sep 2004 US

18. Tarin Kowt Uruzgan South Sep 2004 US, then 

Netherlands, 

then Australia

Australia, 

Slovakia, US, NL

19. Pol-e-Khomri Baghlan North Oct 2004 Netherlands, 

then Hungary

Croatia, Bulgaria, 

Albania, US, 

Montenegro

20. Mehtarlam Laghman East Apr 2005 US

21. Qala-i-Naw Badghis West Jul 2005 Spain US

22. Chaghcharan Ghowr West Aug 2005 Lithuania Croatia, 

Denmark, 

Iceland, US

23. Bazarak Panjshir East Oct 2005 US

24. Kala Gush Nuristan East Nov 2006 US

25. Maidan Shar Wardak East Nov 2006 Turkey

26. Pul-e-Alam Lowgar East Mar 2008 Czech 

Republic

US

27. Shibirghan Jowzjan North Jul 2010 Turkey

28. Charikar Parwan East Jul 2010 South Korea

• In 2011, one PRT closed: Bazarak.
• In 2012, fi ve PRTs closed: Bagram, Feyzabad, Jalalabad, Mehtarlam, 

Meymaneh.
• In 2013, 18 PRTs closed: Asadabad, Bamiyan, Chaghcharan, Charikar, Farah, 

Gardez, Ghazni, Kala Gush, Kandahar, Khowst, Kunduz, Pol-e-Khomri, 
 Pul-e-Alam, Qala-i-Naw, Qalat, Sharan, Shibirghan, Tarin Kowt.

• In 2014, fi nal four PRTs closed: Herat, Lashkar Gah, Maidan Shar, 
Mazar-e-Sharif.
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ANSF: Afghan National Security Forces. These consist of the national armed 
forces (army and air force) and the national police forces.

DDR: Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration. A UN effort under the 
auspices of the Afghanistan New Beginnings Program to encourage members 
of Afghan militias to hand over their weapons, leave their militias, and then join 
the national armed forces or return to civilian life.

ETT: Embedded training team. Teams of American offi cers and NCOs embed-
ded in Afghan army units from battalion to garrison level to conduct collective 
training, advising and mentoring; they also accompanied Afghan army units on 
actual combat missions.

IJC: ISAF Joint Command. An intermediate command, established in 2009, 
between the ISAF headquarters and the regional commands that generated 
overarching civilian-military campaign plans, synchronized the operational 
activities of combat forces, and provided command and control of the training/
mentoring teams and provincial reconstruction teams.

ISAF: International Security Assistance Force. A UN-mandated force, created 
in December 2001 by UN Security Council Resolution 1386, to assist Afghan 
authorities to create a secure environment and support the reconstruction of 
Afghanistan. NATO took command of ISAF in August 2003.

NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Also referred to as the North 
Atlantic Alliance, or simply the Alliance.

NTM-A: NATO Training Mission–Afghanistan. An intermediate command, 
established in 2009, between the ISAF headquarters and the regional com-
mands. Its mission was to help the Afghan ministries of defense and interior 
build professional, self-sustaining security forces. Its activities included train-
ing, mentoring, and operationally supporting the Afghan army and police and 
mentoring ministry and general staff offi cials.

OEF: Operation Enduring Freedom. The US-led effort in Afghanistan that 
began in October 2001; it conducted security, stabilization and reconstruction, 
and training activities.

OMLT: Operational mentoring and liaison team. The NATO equivalent of 
American ETTs. They were embedded in Afghan army units from battalion to 
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garrison level to conduct collective training, advising and mentoring; they also 
accompanied Afghan army units on actual combat missions.

POMLT: Police operational mentoring and liaison team. The NATO name 
for police training teams; they coached, taught, mentored, and, when necessary, 
supported the Afghan national police units to which they were partnered.

PRT: Provincial reconstruction team. Teams led by individual ISAF nations that 
were composed of a mix of military and civilian personnel; their overall mis-
sion was to contribute to reconstruction and development efforts. The military 
component focused on building security sector capacity and increasing stability. 
The civilian component focused on political, governance, economic, humani-
tarian, and social aspects.

SACEUR: Supreme Allied Commander Europe. The commander of Allied 
Command Europe, which was one of the two major military commands in 
NATO; this person’s headquarters is called Supreme Headquarters Allied Pow-
ers Europe (SHAPE). Allied Command Europe was transformed into Allied 
Command Operations in 2003.

Note: Both the OEF and ISAF commands and their operations were “combined” 
and “joint.” Combined (C) means they were multinational; joint ( J) means they 
were multiservice (that is, included army, navy, air force, and marine forces).
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