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(This op-ed appeared in French on November 17, 2006, in the Brussels daily

 Le Soir; English translation by the author.)
Why NATO Must Remain Engaged in Afghanistan

 for Some Time to Come

Leo Michel*

NATO Secretary General de Hoop Scheffer recently declared that NATO would remain in Afghanistan as long as necessary to finish its mission.

Yet, this commitment seems to preoccupy political leaders and media in many of the member states.

Some consider that the peacekeeping mission they expected has metamorphosed into a “war.”
Others also fear that their soldiers will be left to fight this “war” practically alone.
 NATO must address these preoccupations during its summit, in Riga, on 28-29 November.
NATO assumed leadership of the UN-mandated International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in August, 2003.  It has since grown from 5500 soldiers deployed in Kabul to nearly 32,000 soldiers representing 37 Allied and partner nations and covering the entire country.
But the mission has not changed:  to assure a vital security space that permits the international community—the UN, European Union, World Bank, national aid agencies and NGOs—to bring, in cooperation with the Afghan authorities, development assistance and to improve governance in order to marginalize the Taliban, reduce the influence of the drug cartels, and prevent the return of Al Qaeda.

NATO-ISAF was never risk free, but it now faces new threats.  During Operation “Medusa” in September, Allied forces killed or wounded hundreds of Taliban fighters.

Firefights have taken place daily in the south and east of the country and attacks against ISAF, often suicidal, are multiplying.

All of which poses a difficult question: who is assuming the lion’s share—human and financial—to make ISAF’s mission a success?

As recent fighting in the south demonstrated, the response is clear:  the United Kingdom, Canada, and Netherlands.

Those governments, it is true, volunteered to conduct the southern offensive, but all Allies approved the enlarged mission.  Those who were first to send troops to the south could reasonably expect that others would come to help them.  With additional forces, ISAF might have been able to push further its tactical advantage.

The Americans furnished air support during Operation “Medusa” and, last month, they transferred to ISAF command 11,000 soldiers previously deployed as part of Operation “Enduring Freedom”, proving by this step their confidence in the Atlantic Alliance.   
But the response from most of the Allies was more timid.  Several of them

invoked “caveats” regarding the deployment of their troops under ISAF command.  According to NATO’s top military commander, American General James Jones, troop contributor nations have brought up 102 “caveats”, of which 50 have a significant operational impact.

As a NATO official remarked, these “caveats” are not “burden sharing” but “burden shifting.”  And, in London and Ottawa, parliamentarians and media are asking: “Where are our Allies?”
Meanwhile, the German and Italian foreign ministers--whose parliaments recently extended their troops’ mandates in the relatively stable northern and western regions of Afghanistan--have ruled out for now any re-deployments to higher-risk areas.  This is why the Riga summit should focus on three points.

First, the key to NATO’s success in the Balkans has been its political vision, which reflected the unique capabilities of the Alliance and furnished a means to measure progress.  The Riga Summit should specify clearly the realistic goals that the Alliance can achieve in Afghanistan with the forces provided.  All leaders of the member states should then explain to their public opinion why NATO must remain engaged in Afghanistan; so far, only a handful of them have made a serious effort in this direction.

Second, Alliance leaders should direct their national aid agencies and representatives at multilateral organizations to stop the institutional rivalries that are slowing down assistance programs to the Afghans.  The UN, EU, and NATO have “special representatives” for Afghanistan, and they should be told to cooperate.  ISAF, according to its British commander, General Richards, has provided a “window of opportunity” to convince Afghans that the development of their country and its good governance were not going to happen tomorrow but were on the right path.  But this window will not stay open for long.
Third, and even if it might be difficult, a frank discussion among Allies on the subject of operational “caveats” is long overdue.  Unlike Kosovo and Bosnia, where NATO did not suffer losses, ISAF is too complex, fluid, and intense to let political considerations to trump military prudence.   
If Alliance leaders show solidarity on this issue, they stand a good chance of convincing nervous parliamentarians and publics.
Certain Alliance leaders once criticized Washington for having emphasized “coalitions of the willing.”
But resorting to “caveats” produces the same result.
Those who especially desire to mount EU-led military operations need particularly to ask themselves the following question:  will fellow Europeans, who sense that their partners are unwilling to share risks in ISAF, be inclined to participate fully in operations under the EU banner? 
 Put bluntly, “caveats” could very well be contagious.
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