Britain needs an Afghan exit strategy

By Philip Stephens

The US-led offensive in southern Afghanistan is going to plan. The Taliban are being pushed from their strongholds. The western coalition has the troops to hold the territory it clears. It also has a half-decent plan to restore Afghan governance. President Barack Obama’s surge seems to be doing the trick.

All this is true – as far as it goes. But Operation Moshtarak carries the risk that tactical gains will be mistaken for strategic success. This is not the time to go deeper into Afghanistan. Rather it is the moment to think harder about withdrawal.

Britain’s armed forces have special cause for satisfaction. They have been under virtual siege in Helmand province, suffering heavy casualties. Public support, in Britain, for the war has drained even as admiration has grown for the valour of those fighting it. The influx of US forces has taken off some of the pressure.

Gordon Brown now talks about a new phase. You can see why. The UK prime minister faces an election in May. He has been criticised for sending troops into battle with sub-standard equipment. Yet the bill for the war has soared even as recession has wrought havoc with government finances. The cost for 2011 is put at £6bn ($9.4bn, €6.9bn), nearly a fifth of the peacetime defence budget. Mr Brown badly needs good news from the front.

Yet military advances should not obscure the underlying realities of the conflict. The present operation will prove a turning point only if the west draws the right lessons. 

Military victory for Nato in Afghanistan is as far away now as it was a week, a month or a year ago. Territorial gains are no substitute for the political consent upon which long-term stability depends. Now is the time for the west to intensify the pressure on Afghan president Hamid Karzai to talk to his enemies. The surge will be of lasting worth only if it encourages the emergence of an Afghan coalition that includes those Taliban willing to reach a reasonable accommodation with Kabul.

For its part, Britain should start thinking about a timetable for withdrawal. Ideally, the return of British troops should be part of the wider US plan to transfer security to the Afghans. But, if needs be, Britain’s politicians should make up their own minds. Their first duty is to the national interest; and it is hard to see how an open-ended commitment to keep British troops in Afghanistan serves that interest.

Mr Brown points to the Afghan-Pakistan border region as an incubator for most of the terrorism directed against Britain. True enough. But whether the British presence in Afghanistan reduces or increases the danger is a moot point.

Britain’s two biggest parties have promised a strategic review of the country’s foreign and defence policies after the May election. The starting point is to judge how best Britain can guard its security in a world of myriad threats. It is hard to see how the war in Afghanistan can be excluded from the calculus. 

The politics are difficult. David Cameron’s Conservatives have been as steadfast in support of the war as Mr Brown’s Labour government. It is hard for either to acknowledge that the eventual outcome will fall short of what most voters would judge to be victory. How do you tell the voters that those now fighting British forces will have to be part of a governing coalition in Afghanistan? 

Yet told they must be. However well-trained it is, the Afghan National Army will be unable to keep the peace. At the last count, less than 5 per cent of its number were Pashtun. The population of Afghanistan’s southern provinces, from which the Taliban draw their support, is overwhelmingly Pashtun.A member of Mr Karzai’s government was recently asked how long the ANA would defend Helmand province in the absence of a political deal. His answer? “Twenty-four hours.”

Britain has been a junior partner in a war fought largely by the US. This must not preclude independent judgment. Mr Obama intends to start drawing down US forces from mid-2011. That might also be the right time for the British to start leaving. However, acting as a close ally of the US should not mean Britain simply going along with whatever Washington decides.

My sense is that many British politicians and military commanders think otherwise. The default position in Whitehall is that Britain should do anything and everything to avoid a rupture with the US. 

I have heard it said that waiting for Mr Obama is vital to preserve the special relationship; pulling out ahead of the Americans would expose the army to the charge of failure; and Britain’s military is already haunted by an ignominious departure from Iraq. Then it is said that a precipitate exit would risk the solidarity of Nato – an alliance vital to Britain’s future security.

All these factors should indeed be weighed in the timing of Britain’s eventual departure. If victory were merely a matter of endurance, they might be judged decisive. But this war cannot be won by anyone but the Afghans. It is time to come up with an exit strategy.

