Next Steps In The War In Afghanistan: Critical
Issues For Congress

As the war in Afghanistan continues, Congress faces crucial decisions regarding
the next steps in this ongoing conflict. With American troops stationed in the
country for almost two decades, the time has come to reevaluate our strategies,
review our commitments, and determine the most effective course of action

moving forward.

The Afghan Dilemma

The situation in Afghanistan is complex and multifaceted. While progress has
been made in terms of building a democratic government and combating
extremist groups like the Taliban, the country remains plagued by instability and
violence. The Afghan National Security Forces still lack the necessary capacity to
independently ensure stability, and the Taliban's influence persists in many

regions.

Furthermore, the rise of the Islamic State in Afghanistan poses a new challenge
that demands careful consideration. The need to confront this emerging threat,
along with the ongoing fight against the Taliban, presents a daunting task for the

Afghan government and its international partners.
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The Role of Congress

Congress plays a vital role in determining the direction of US involvement in
Afghanistan. The decision-making process requires a comprehensive evaluation
of the objectives, risks, and costs associated with any potential course of action.
Additionally, lawmakers must weigh the potential consequences of both continued

intervention and complete withdrawal.

One of the key issues for Congress to address is the financial commitment to
Afghanistan. The war has come at a significant cost, both in terms of monetary
resources and human lives. As the conflict drags on, questions linger about the
long-term sustainability of funding for military operations and reconstruction

efforts.

Another critical consideration is the impact on regional stability. Afghanistan
shares borders with several countries, including Pakistan and Iran, which have
their own geopolitical interests in the region. Congress must weigh the potential
consequences of its actions on the delicate balance of power in this volatile part

of the world.

Options on the Table

Various proposals have been put forth regarding the future direction of the war in

Afghanistan. The decision-making process is complex, with no easy answers or
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clear-cut solutions. However, some of the options currently being debated in

Congress include:

1. Maintaining Current Troop Levels

Advocates for maintaining the current troop levels argue that withdrawing
prematurely would risk undoing the progress made and embolden extremist
groups. They argue that a stable Afghanistan is in the best interest of US national
security and that any reduction in troops should be based on conditions on the

ground rather than arbitrary deadlines.

2. Reducing Troop Levels

Those in favor of reducing troop levels argue that the US has achieved its primary
objective of disrupting terrorist networks and eliminating the leadership of Al-
Qaeda. They believe that a smaller force focused on counterterrorism operations

would be more cost-effective and reduce the risk to American lives.

3. Complete Withdrawal

Some lawmakers advocate for a complete withdrawal of US forces from
Afghanistan. They argue that the conflict has become a quagmire and that the US
should focus its resources and attention elsewhere. Critics of continued
involvement raise concerns about the seemingly endless nature of the conflict

and the mounting costs without a clear path to victory.

The Importance of International Cooperation

While Congress debates the way forward, it is crucial to recognize the
significance of international cooperation in resolving the conflict in Afghanistan.
The war cannot be won by military means alone, and diplomatic efforts must be

prioritized in order to achieve lasting peace.



Engaging regional powers such as China, Russia, and Pakistan in finding a
solution is essential. Their involvement could help stabilize the region and ensure
that Afghanistan does not become a safe haven for terrorist groups. Additionally,
international support is critical for the capacity-building efforts of the Afghan

government.

Critical Considerations for Congress

As Congress deliberates the next steps in the war in Afghanistan, several critical
considerations must be taken into account:

1. The Potential Consequences of Withdrawal

Complete withdrawal may have unintended consequences, including a power
vacuum that extremist groups could exploit, jeopardizing national security
interests.

2. The Afghan Government's Capacity

Any decision regarding troop levels must take into account the capacity of the
Afghan National Security Forces to maintain stability and combat extremist
groups independently.

3. Regional Stability

The delicate balance of power in the region must be considered, as actions in
Afghanistan can have far-reaching implications for neighboring countries.

4. Long-Term Financial Commitments

The long-term financial sustainability of continued military involvement and

reconstruction efforts is a pressing concern that must be addressed.



The war in Afghanistan poses significant challenges for Congress. As lawmakers
review their options, the importance of careful deliberation, comprehensive
planning, and international cooperation cannot be overstated. The decisions
made in the coming months will not only shape the future of Afghanistan but also
impact US national security interests in the region. It is imperative that Congress
weighs the potential consequences of each course of action and pursues a

strategy that leads to a stable, secure, and prosperous Afghanistan.
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On May 1, 2012, President Obama gave a speech from Bagram Air Field in which
he laid out U.S. government approaches for “winding down” the war in
Afghanistan. While a number of observers have challenged the logical plausibility
of a unilateral decision to “wind down” a war, the Administration’s commitment to

decreasing U.S. involvement in the war in Afghanistan is clear.

Many observers point to a coalescing vision of the way forward—shared by the
governments of the United States, Afghanistan, and other international partners—

that includes bringing the current campaign to a close by the end of 2014, and
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pursuing a political settlement among the parties in conflict, while extending U.S.
and other international commitments to Afghanistan beyond 2014. In evaluating
this emerging vision, some observers emphasize that the overall level of ambition
has been lowered, while others stress that the timeline for international
engagement has been extended. For the U.S. government, the broad strategic

issues at stake in the war in Afghanistan include:

« What fundamental national security interests does the United States have in

Afghanistan and the region?

« What minimum conditions—political, economic, security —would need to pertain

in Afghanistan in order for those U.S. interests to be protected?

- How appropriate are current and projected future U.S. approaches, until and

after 2014, for helping Afghans establish those conditions?

* When and to what extent are Afghans likely to be able to sustain those

conditions with relatively limited support from the international community?

- Ultimately, how important is this overall effort—given its likely timeline, risks, and

costs—compared to other U.S. government priorities?

At this apparent turning point in both strategic thinking and activity on the ground,
this short report considers issues that may be of interest to Congress as it
considers the strength and duration of further U.S. involvement in Afghanistan, to
2014 and beyond.
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