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Raising NATO’s ‘Relevance’ Question In Afghanistan
by Vladimir Socor 
An informal meeting of NATO countries’ Defense Ministers in Romania on Oct. 13 listened to Secretary-General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer appeal for more troops for NATO’s Afghanistan operation, and its closer coordination with the U.S.-led Enduring Freedom operation in Afghanistan. This is one of the major issues that the allied Defense Ministers will take home from this meeting for urgent consideration by national governments. 

The optimism it generated notwithstanding, last week’s presidential election in Afghanistan illustrated once again the deficit of security throughout the country and severe problems with political and economic reconstruction. The security deficit has made it necessary to postpone parliamentary elections until May 2005; they had been scheduled to be held simultaneously with the presidential election. 

The gap is still great between the West’s promise three years ago and its actual level of effort and commitment to Afghanistan. NATO has tried in some limited ways to assist in policing certain areas, facilitating some local civilian-type reconstruction projects. Most recently,  NATO helped provide security for voter registration, candidates, voters and polling stations. Yet the kind of order that exists in Afghanistan’s provinces still is mainly shaped by warlords, even in areas where NATO troops are present. 

While U.S. forces operate against Taliban remnants in southern and eastern Afghanistan, NATO troops remain stationed within a much safer environment in the north of the country. NATO’s operation and the U.S.-led Enduring Freedom are separate operations.

The basic, unresolved question that the alliance confronts in Afghanistan remains this:  Is NATO an appropriate instrument for tasks that resemble civilian reconstruction, election-monitoring, police-like patrolling (as in Kabul), logistical support, and training constabulary-type Afghan troops ? To be sure, such a mission is neither beyond NATO’s range, nor beyond NATO’s means. But is this the kind of mission that would demonstrate NATO’s continuing military ‘Relevance’ ? (this is the R-word in allied deliberations). 

In sum, such a mission would be neither A Bridge Too Far, nor a Mission Impossible; but it would become a Mission Irrelevant, if it is undertaken without adequate resources or political commitment. These very shortfalls have plagued NATO’s mission in Afghanistan from inception to date. 

The alliance currently deploys some 8,500 troops in Afghanistan, up from the 6,500 it had deployed there before the presidential election. The increase of 2,00 was only for the duration of the election. Known as International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), and mandated by the U.N., the operation was launched in December 2001 by several NATO member and partner countries, and has been under NATO command since August 2003. 

NATO member countries have rotated as “lead nations” taking control of ISAF at six-month intervals, under military command from NATO Headquarters and political guidance from the North Atlantic Council. The troop deployment is confined to Kabul, the nearby Bagram airport, and six Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) in the north of the country.

PRTs are partly civilian, partly military undertakings, their military element usually consisting of two or three ISAF companies per PRT. Designed mainly to assist civilian reconstruction projects, to work with international humanitarian organizations, and to bring central government representatives to the provinces, PRTs are only marginally useful because they are small and isolated. 

Overall, ISAF is too small, too poorly equipped, and too ridden by operational restrictions to make a serious difference in the security picture. Thus far, most NATO countries have been reluctant to provide troops in any significant numbers. The troop deployment has usually consisted of contributions from some 35 member and partner countries at any given time, making up a force that is paradoxically both too small and too heterogenous. 

ISAF lacks real combat capabilities; and most of its contributing countries have in any case barred their troops from engaging in combat or other life-threatening situations (or even from seriously risking their few helicopters). These restrictions, known as “national caveats” and stemming from domestic politics in the troop-contributing countries, weakened the allied mission from the outset and still do. 

For its own protection in a military emergency, as well as for air support, extrication and other key functions, ISAF depends on U.S. forces, which operate in other parts of Afghanistan. Those U.S. forces are themselves overstretched by combat and related challenges. Thus, NATO has yet to prove that it can be an asset, rather than a liability, to U.S. forces in coalition operations. 

Militarily in the U.S. shadow, NATO’s mission operates in a political context that is also beyond its control. Thus, ISAF is unable to deal either with warlordism or with the drug-based  economy which has turned Afghanistan into the world’s chief source of opium and heroin. Warlordism and the narco-economy are antithetical to ISAF’s goals of providing security and assisting in civilian reconstruction. 

ISAF is vastly outnumbered by warlord forces. In addition, NATO military is ruling out any involvement in anti-drug activities, such as setting poppy fields on fire from the air. At its recent summit in Istanbul, the alliance decided to “leave it up to regional leaders” to provide security in their respective regions. This decision reflects the difficulty of disarming the warlords or coopting them in ways that would promote Afghanistan’s unity as a state. 

Mr. de Hoop Scheffer has repeatedly complained publicly that he must “go around with the begging bowl” to member nations in search of a few infantry companies, transport aircraft, helicopters or medical facilities for ISAF. Compounding the force-generation problems, ISAF has had to undertake an arduous search for a lead nation every six months. 

In August 2004, NATO handed over the lead role temporarily to the Strasbourg-based Eurocorps headquarters. This is not a NATO agency, though it consists of the member countries France, Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg, and Spain. The Eurocorps as such has no troops to send; it is those 35 countries that still send their small troop contributions to Afghanistan. Meanwhile, NATO has collectively fallen short of its plan to expand ISAF to 10,000 troops and to add four new PRTs to its existing six. 

It seems to be difficult to convince a military alliance to undertake operations that do not bear much resemblance to military missions. Mr. de Hoop Scheffer often says that Afghanistan is NATO’s No.1 priority. He had some months ago named Iraq as a top priority for NATO action, and is now also mentioning a possible mission in Sudan, if African nations and the U.N. request it. 

Unfortunately, these ideas and NATO members’ response to them thus far do not answer the Relevance question. If anything, they seem to be raising that question. 
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