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As policymakers in Washington assess the best way forward in Afghanistan, they should heed 

advice from Afghan civil society leaders.  While divided in their support for a troop surge, 

Afghan civil society leaders are unanimous in wanting a shift in the U.S. approach to their 

country.  Afghanistan needs a strategy with a better balance and better divisions of labor between 

military defense, diplomacy, and development. 

 

Expensive, short-term solutions, such as the proposed addition of 20,000 troops, may be able to 

quell violence in the short term.  But without a diplomatic and development surge, a troop surge 

won’t build a foundation for the future.  

 

The 3P Human Security consulted broadly with dozens of Afghan civil society leaders across 

Afghanistan and in Pakistan, Canada and the US about the proposed U.S. troop surge.  They 

point to better ways to invest U.S. dollars in more promising policy options. 

 

Defense: Shift in Military Strategy 

First, Afghan civil society leaders want a shift in military strategy.  They warn a troop surge 

alone will bring more civilian casualties, more village raids, further alienation of the local 

population and growing local resistance to foreign troops.  They note that the Taliban could use a 

troop surge as an opportunity to recruit local people to their cause. 

 

Public perceptions need to be brought into the center of military planning. It matters whether the 

Afghan people believe that U.S. troops kill civilians in their pursuit of the Taliban and Al Qaeda, 

whether true or not.  It matters that there is a public perception that U.S. forces drop bombs – 

including white phosphorous - on civilians in Afghanistan and Pakistan.   

 

Civil society leaders advise the Coalition Forces to focus on providing security to civilians in 

Afghanistan and neighboring Pakistan, dismantling the narcotics industry, and doing more to 

support the Afghan National Army (ANA) and the National Police.   

 

Development Surge 

Secondly, economic development, rule-of-law programs, and anti-corruption activities are the 

bricks and mortar that can help build good governance and peace in Afghanistan.  Economic 

factors like unemployment and poverty drive support for insurgent groups like the Taliban.  

 

International NGOs and the Coalition Forces garner the bulk of development funds to do short-

term “hearts and minds” programs aimed at winning over the local population.  But locals are 

often critical of these highly paid experts who know little of local culture and design projects 

with minimal long-term impact.   
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A more cost-effective strategy would be to offer direct support for Afghan organizations who 

understand local languages, cultures, and religious dynamics.  There are many Afghans doing 

frontline work in economic development, human rights, good governance, and establishing an 

independent media and a government that provide public goods.  Yet they receive little 

recognition or financial support for their work.   

 

Diplomacy, Democracy, and Dialogue  

Thirdly, real democracy within Afghanistan and principled diplomacy with opposing forces are 

essential to achieving sustainable stability.  Successful negotiation requires all stakeholders to be 

involved, both moderates and extremists.  Careful diplomacy needs to identify and address core 

Taliban grievances while not legitimizing their cause.  Afghan women want to see dialogue with 

the Taliban, coupled with assurances that successes such as the constitution and gender equality 

laws are non-negotiable.  

 

Achieving good governance and stability in Afghanistan require equal attention to the Afghan 

government and civil society, which tends to be a moderating force in history. Only this mix of a 

citizen-oriented state and civil society leaders who hold them accountable will churn out 

democracy and stability. 

 

Civil society tends to view international actors as backing and upholding the power of the 

Afghan government’s authoritarian decision-making processes, imposing a democracy without a 

solid foundation. The Afghan people want real dialogue in determining the aims, missions and 

rules of engagement of foreigners in their country. The Coalition Forces have an opportunity to 

model democracy by consulting directly with civil society leaders and members of the shura, 

jirga, and elders of the community.   

 

Afghan civil society asks the U.S. to offer a more effective approach – that is, one not so tilted in 

resources toward military approaches.  Rather, civil society urges support for the moderates, 

laying the foundation for a stable, peaceful Afghanistan through civilian-led development and 

diplomacy at all levels.   


