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What is wrong with the war strategy employed by ISAF forces? 

 

The strategy’s goal is “to serve and secure the people” (namely, the 11 

million Pashtuns living in 7,000 villages.) This goal is too idealistic and too 

ambitious. We have 1,000 outposts; so what is happening in the other 6,000 

villages? We do not patrol at night. We do not arrest. We do not speak 

Pashto or understand their Islamic tribal culture. How can we serve them? 

We can secure some of them as long as we are physically near at hand. But the people are the 

prize for winning the war, not the means of winning it. They are waiting to see whether the 

Taliban or the Afghan army wins. We are treading water with this strategy. 

 

We are two months away from July 2011. Has the surge been capable in stopping the 

Taliban’s momentum? 

  

Yes. President Obama and General Petraeus will declare progress this summer and agree on 

some withdrawals.  

 

To some extent Garmsir, but mainly Nawa are usually pointed out as the success stories or 

the role models in executing COIN in Afghanistan. What has worked in Nawa that can be 

highlighted as best practices in executing COIN? 

  

Nawa and Garmsir are successes because Lt. Colonels McCollough (1/5 in Nawa) and Watson 

(3/1 in Garmsir) decentralized operations, dispersing their forces into 25 to 60 small outposts and 

patrolling constantly. The Taliban roots were deep in Garmsir, while they were shallow in Nawa, 

where McCollough became the governor, police chief, school principal, banker, etc. Success was 

due to the American effort, not the Afghan effort. We won’t know if the success is permanent 

until we leave.  
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Should the local providing of governance be a concern for the US military? 

 

This is the crux of the issue: must American commanders establish security, and then establish 

governance, plus give millions in aid, plus insist upon the rule of law? Our doctrine says yes. I 

believe this means that US forces must stay for another decade. Nation-building should not be a 

military mission. We don’t know how to do it. Even if we did it would still take 50 years.  

 

Why do you say “the theory of the social contract” professed by the US COIN Doctrine is 

flawed? 

 

Our COIN contract stipulates that the US brings money and some security and in return the 

Pashtuns reject the Taliban. 21
st
 Century Christian American soldiers cannot proffer the 

motivations to inspire 9
th

 Century Islamic Pashtun tribes to rebel against the Taliban.  

 

Starting from 2007, “You can’t kill your way out to victory” became the hallmark of a 

military organization that until then was perceived as being too kinetic and enemy-centric. 

Has the US Military succeeded in overcoming this culture of being too enemy-centric and 

becoming more comfortable with the drinking-tea and doing windows side of the 

spectrum? Able to successfully manage both the governance building and war-fighting 

skills? Or is it in the danger of going too much into the other side? 

 

The Pentagon has embraced Three Cups of Tea as, according to the Washington Post, 

“inspirational”. Unfortunately, much of the story may also, according to CBS, be a hoax. I have 

been in many districts with our troops. I have only seen one instance where the villagers 

genuinely welcomed the Americans and invited us inside their compounds. Look, we invented a 

theory of COIN that suited our liberal, generous impulses. It did not relate to the realities of 

Afghanistan. It was put together by soldier-scholars with an eye toward Iraq, and then 

transported into Afghanistan. 

 

General Nick Carter defined the metric to judge success in Helmand province as “the 

extent to which you can connect district governance to the population”. With this metric in 

mind, to what extent have you seen the farmers of Marjah as being willing to be connected 

with the district governance? 

  

As long as American troops with plenty of money are in Marja, things will be OK. However, 

Karzai – and no American – appoints every provincial and district chief, and every police chief. 

His choices are as erratic as his personality: some choices are good and some are terrible. The 

future is not controlled by the American military. 

 

To what extent is the Petraeus approach different from the McChrystal approach? 

 

General McChrystal went too far with restrictive rules of engagement that caused the troops to 

doubt his understanding of the grunt battlefield (as distinct from the Special Operations 

battlefield that had much better intelligence and precision targets). Gen Petraeus quietly brought 

more commonsense to the Rules of Engagement (though as a set they remain too directed from 

the top.) Ironically, it appears Gen Petraeus has brought the hammer, stressing more basic 
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combat tactics than drinking tea. The only way out is to strengthen the Afghan army, not to win 

over the Pashtuns. The Pashtuns will take all the money we shove at them, and remain on the 

sideline. 

 

Octavian Manea is Editor of FP Romania, the Romanian edition of Foreign Policy.  
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