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Reconciliation and reintegration have lately become catch-phrases in regard to Afghanistan. 

Proponents of reconciliation hope that an agreement can be brokered between the Afghan government and the Taliban political leadership. Reintegration would then allow the coalition and Afghan security forces to stop fighting against local Taliban commanders by bringing them back into Afghan society. 

Those are potentially good outcomes. But they can only be achieved if certain necessary conditions are in place, and at present this is not the case. 

National reconciliation is a well-established concept. It is generally understood to mean that the insurgents accept the new order in exchange for amnesty, the right to participate in the political process and physical security. President Karzai has actually sought reconciliation with the Taliban for years.

Recently, efforts devoted to this goal have increased. Mr. Karzai is even planning to convene a Peace Loya Jirga to facilitate reconciliation.

The meaning of the capture of Mullah Abdul Ghani Barader, the chief of the Taliban’s military operations, amid speculation that he had engaged the U.S. or Afghan authorities in negotiations, is unclear. If it reflects a change in Pakistan’s policy of giving the Taliban sanctuary on its territory and if it now will push Taliban leaders to stop fighting against the coalition and Mr. Karzai’s government, this could be a major positive development. 

History indicates that successful reconciliation is possible when the government and its outside supporters are doing well militarily against insurgents and providing security and improved living conditions for the population in areas cleared of insurgents. The insurgents have to conclude that time is not on their side, and that their best interests are served by striking a deal while they still have some bargaining chips in hand.

Unfortunately, this is not the situation in Afghanistan right now. Militarily, the insurgency has grown stronger in recent years while popular support for the government and the coalition has declined in areas where the insurgents are strong. The Taliban also enjoy external support and sanctuaries. Not surprisingly, its leadership has so far rejected reconciliation. 

To expect the Taliban to reconcile on our terms in these circumstances is wishful thinking. First, conditions on the ground need to be changed. 

To date, what the Taliban have wanted is negotiations with the United States. But negotiations are fundamentally different from reconciliation. What the Taliban have in mind is negotiating a timetable for withdrawal of coalition forces and a new transitional government as steps toward their ultimate goal of retaking Afghanistan. 

It is possible that they might pretend to distance themselves from Al Qaeda, but we should recognize that the partnership with Al Qaeda has been part of their formula of success.

According to Pakistani leaders, in their meetings with U.S. military leaders, the Pakistanis have offered to arrange meetings with the Taliban. But it is important to recognize that senior-level meetings and negotiations with the Taliban would enhance the legitimacy of the movement and similar movements across the region, thus strengthening Islamic radicals. If such meetings took place without coordinating with the Karzai government, they could undermine it and would represent a significant setback.

To achieve reconciliation, the coalition and the Karzai government have to change conditions on the ground:

1) The coalition surge and the expansion of Afghan forces must change the balance of power against the insurgents, confronting them with prospects for defeat; 2) The Karzai government must become more effective; 3) A regional solution must be found for South Asia to induce Pakistan to stop allowing its territory to be used as a sanctuary by the Taliban; and 4) The Obama administration must change the regional perception that it intends to begin disengaging from Afghanistan after 18 months. 

The administration appears to have a plan for the first of these points, increasing security, and this is important. But it appears not to have plans for the other three.

Reintegration has its own requirements for success. Locally, the incentive for local leaders to side with the Kabul government and the coalition will increase once an area has been militarily secured through the formula of “clear, hold, build.” 

If an area is not secure, the local insurgent leaders will be afraid to change sides. Money and political incentives can play a positive role, but any shift that takes place through these motivators will not be reliable or enduring.

Reconciliation and reintegration are both necessary and desirable. To achieve them, conditions must change in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Without such change success is unlikely. Rather than pursuing illusory hopes, we should do what is necessary for real success.

