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La NATO in Afghanistan:
da ISAF a “Resolute Support”
di Giorgio Battisti

Abstract – The presentation focuses on the entire duration (over thirteen years)
of the ISAF mission and the follow-on Resolute Support mission. The closing remarks present the Author’s personal point of view about the mission, rather than
solutions to the problem. The Author deployed four times to Afghanistan, first
time was in 2001-2002, then in 2003, afterwards in 2007 and, more recently,
from January 2013 to January 2014 as the Chief of Staff of the mission, at ISAF
Headquarters. As such, he had a great opportunity to witness first-hand how
much Afghanistan has changed, and how – in Author’s opinion – the country is
moving in the right direction.

ISAF was deployed at the request of the Afghan authorities and
mandated by the United Nations. Its mission aimed at enabling the
Afghan authorities to provide security across the country and ensure
that the country would no longer represent a safe haven for terrorists.
IASF was one of the largest coalitions in history, and NATO’s most
challenging mission to date. In April 2011, at its height, the force was
more than 130,000 strong, with troops coming from 51 NATO and
partner nations.
Originally deployed in and around the capital Kabul, ISAF’s
presence was gradually expanded to cover the whole country by the
second half of 2006. As ISAF expanded into the East and South, in
2007 and 2008, its troops became increasingly engaged in fighting a
growing insurgency until the end of 2012.
Following a three-year transition process during which the Afghans
gradually took the lead for security across the country, ISAF’s mission
was completed by the end of 2014. The whole Afghan territory is
now fully in the hands of 352,000 national soldiers and policemen.
However, the follow-on Resolute Support mission continues to support the development of the Afghan Security Forces and institutions,
as well as to promote a wider cooperation within the country.

116

QUADERNI DEL DIPARTIMENTO DI SCIENZE POLITICHE 8/2015

ISAF’s results have been reached at a high cost: over 3,400 coalition troops died serving in Afghanistan and 34,000 service members
were wounded.
The Afghan environment
Afghan geography and environment have always played a significant
role in determining the outcome of a conflict. Any foreign army who
fought in Afghanistan, from Alexander the Great to the Mongols,
from the British to the Russians, faced two different enemies: the
fierce fighting attitude of the Afghans, who have gained the reputation of the strongest fighters in Eurasia, and the harsh nature of the
terrain, very often more dangerous than the enemy fire itself.
In Bugles and a Tiger, John Masters, a British officer who fought
in Afghanistan in the period 1935-39, while serving in the 4th
Ghurkhas, wrote: «From the Pathtans [Pashtun tribesmen] we learned
more about the tactical value of ground than any of our competitors
or future enemies knew»1.
Afghanistan is a landlocked country, one of the world’s most
mountainous countries, characterized by rugged mountains (80% of
the country) and arid to semiarid climate. The Hindu Kush chain
which sweeps from West to East, is a natural barrier in the hearth
of the country: its peaks reach over 7,000 meters altitude and it cuts
the region in two parts. Harsh terrain, extreme climatic conditions,
poor logistic infrastructure and an underdeveloped road net strongly
limit military units’ movements and hamper the use of heavy vehicles.
With such limiting conditions, logistics sets up the aim of activities
and the size of the force.
The weather always represents a key-factor in the military calendar,
and this is particularly true in the case of Afghanistan. Local fighters
know they only have a few months to fight, before the winter dawns
on them. For this reason, they focus all their energies on the provinces that will be inaccessible due to snowfall on the passes between
Pakistan and Afghanistan.
Mountain maneuver is very limited and slow. Movements are
evaluated in terms of time rather than distance. Altitude may cause
1
J. Masters, Bugles and a Tiger: A Volume of Autobiography, New York, 1956, p.
230 [n.d.r.].
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difficulties such as tiredness, lack of muscular coordination, dizziness.
Decisive engagements should be carried out by dismounted troops.
This implies updated intelligence upon the opponent, through
the conduct of recce, decentralized operations mainly conducted
nighttime.
Thanks to their superior mobility, their weaponry, as well as their
capacity to operate in different situations, helicopters represent the
most effective means to keep initiative, even though their operational
role can be easily affected by weather conditions, temperature and altitude. Moreover, helicopters are the most suitable way to assist wounded soldiers through medical evacuation, since huge distances, rough
terrain and poor road conditions constrain any other possibility.
That said, several geographical factors critically influence the success of a counterinsurgency in Afghanistan. In particularly:
– Given the harsh terrain and poor road infrastructure, the interior of the country is very hard for a counterinsurgent to access,
and, as a consequence of this, much less control of the terrain
is guaranteed.
– The border areas are a permanent source of weakness for the
counterinsurgent. Although the Taliban regime was toppled in
2001, many of its leaders were able to find sanctuary across the
border in Pakistan. For the last thirteen years, the Talibans, as
well as other insurgent militants fighting alongside them, have
been able to find safe haven in Pakistan. By moving from one
side of the border to the other, the insurgents have often been
able to escape pressure or, at least, to complicate the operations
of their opponents.
– Insurgents strike from inaccessible mountain sites and take
advantage of the winter months to recover from the losses incurred during the summer fighting season. Counterinsurgents
encourred some difficulties in penetrating into small mountain
villages, because of difficult terrain and poor infrastructure.
The situation worsens in winter when the roads are covered
with snow and the mountains are even more inaccessible.
– Afghanistan is one of the most rural countries in the world
and its population, approximately 31 million people, is evenly
distributed throughout the country, an area of 250,000 square
miles.
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– Counterinsurgent forces cannot always protect the population,
because it is virtually impossible to maintain a presence in every
small village in rural mountains (indeed, a rural population spread
across a wide area requires more troops to ensure safety and security than the same number of people concentrated in cities).
The Afghan scenario
The military scenario in Afghanistan is twofold. On the one hand, it
has all the characteristics of a classical counterinsurgency campaign,
very similar to many others carried out during the 20th century. On
the other hand, it presents several new features, never seen in other
asymmetrical conflicts so far.
Conflicts evolved from a bi-dimensional pattern (for example, national/colonial government vs. insurgents) to a tri-dimensional one,
where, in addition to a national government, we also find a range
of different actors, such as multinational forces, international and regional organizations (ONU, EU, etc.), governmental and non-governmental organizations, diplomatic authorities, all dealing with security and development issues.
Another peculiarity of the Afghan scenario was the simultaneous
presence of two military operations: ISAF and Operation Enduring
Freedom (OEF). This was the first example of evolution in the multinational intervention after the tragic events occurred on 9/11. Even
though such operations were facing the same threat and had the same
objective (re-establish normal life conditions for the local population),
the rules of engagement, the tactics, the techniques and the procedures, and the legal frameworks were different.
In a non-conventional conflict operation, such the one in
Afghanistan, the center of gravity is always represented by the civilian population. Indeed, without popular support (or, at least, its neutrality) it becomes impossible to achieve control of the territory as a
pre-requisite for country reconstruction. The conduct of operations
in Afghanistan has confirmed that military forces no longer operate
“against” somebody. Rather, they usually carry out tasks in “favor of”
somebody, within the context of very complex local realities, in order
to contain violence, to prevent hostile militias from entering urban
areas, to protect civilians and their resources, to satisfy bare necessities,
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as well as to provide security to allow local institutions to consolidate
government’s authority.
Any force operating in a foreign country shall keep in mind the
cultural aspects of an operational environment that relate to the local history, religion, customs, laws, hierarchies, beliefs, attitudes, etc.:
this way, they will appreciate the social and tribal shades and will be
able to interpret the opponents’ mentality and behavior. The so-called
“cultural awareness” has become an integral part of modern warfare,
bringing those who are “culturally aware” to a more specific use of
the force, as well as a more incisive assistance action. To summarize:
international troops must develop a better understanding of the culture, politics, and local customs of the areas they are called to operate
in. Indeed, at the earliest stage of ISAF mission there was a failure
to recognize, acknowledge, and accurately define the operational
environment.
Western societies have become more attentive and demanding in
the application of established national/international rules as well as in
the development of specific rules aimed at containing likely collateral
damages caused by the use of an inappropriate level of force. Indeed,
the use of force can generate undesired negative effects that could be
exploited by opponents as an evidence of the brutality of regular forces, reinforcing insurgency, creating martyrs and strengthening recruitments. Moreover, killings of civilians and casualties among the troops
could cause public opinion antagonism towards military operations
in the countries of origin.
These considerations lead us to highlight another key aspect of
modern warfare: the role of media as part of the domestic dimension of national strategy, as well as a powerful weapon to influence
the legitimacy of military operations in the eyes of the international
community. A significant part of literature has already explained how
media can limit time and space, when and where military forces are
called to carry out operations on the ground. The higher the level of
legitimacy, the greater the freedom of maneuver of the troops in terms
of legitimation. Additionally, media plays a key role in achieving consensus. In each situation, a military force has to assess in advance how
a military action can impact the context where it is conducted. The
decision taken by a young commander affects not only the activity
of a patrol or the opinions of the inhabitants of a street, but it may
also modify the whole picture of the situation: overreactions could

120

QUADERNI DEL DIPARTIMENTO DI SCIENZE POLITICHE 8/2015

trigger unpredictable consequences and they could be amplified and
exploited by the media, especially opponents’ media. In other words,
success depends more on how national public opinions are oriented
rather than on the defeat of the opponent in the field: the more the
story is convincing, the more acceptable might the interventions be to
the perception of the national public opinions.
ISAF background
After the terrorist attacks against the United States on September 11,
2001, the US government determined to respond with force against
those responsible. Additionally, NATO invoked the “mutual defense
clause” for the first time in its history. The strategy pursued by the
United States and its coalition partners focused on overthrowing
Afghanistan’s Taliban government and destroying the al-Qaeda terrorist group the Taliban harbored.
At that time, Operation Enduring Freedom was created on the
basis of a series of UN Security Council resolutions, focused on stabilization and reconstruction of Afghanistan under the legitimate government. A coalition of more than seventy countries was supporting
the operation within the framework of the global war against international terrorism (“Global War on Terror”).
ISAF was created in accordance with the Bonn conference in
December 2001, and initially deployed on the basis of a request for
assistance by the Afghan authorities and a United Nations Security
Council mandate, which authorised the establishment of the force to
assist the Afghan interim government in the maintenance of security
in Kabul and its surrounding areas. At that time, its command was
assumed by ISAF nations on a rotational basis.
ISAF was a UN-mandated international force, issued under chapter VII of the UN Charter. Eighteen UN Security Council resolutions were associated to ISAF. A detailed military technical agreement,
agreed between the ISAF commander and the Afghan transitional authority in January 2002, provided additional guidance for ISAF operations. These agreements paved the way for the creation of a three-way
partnership between the Afghan transitional authority, the United
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) and ISAF.
Before expanding beyond Kabul, the force consisted of a roughly division-level headquarters and one brigade covering the capital,
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the Kabul Multinational Brigade, composed of three battle groups.
Eighteen countries were contributing to the force in February 2002,
but it was expected to grow up to 5,000 soldiers.
On 11 August 2003, on the request of the UN and the Government
of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIROA), NATO took the
lead of ISAF mission. That moment marked the first NATO’s deployment outside Europe or North America. Soon after, ISAF started its
gradual expansion outside the Kabul area of operation. At that time,
ISAF consisted of 5,000 troops provided by more than 30 countries.
NATO nations contributed about 90% of the force.
ISAF expansion (2004-2006)
In October 2003, the UN extended ISAF’s mandate to cover the
whole of Afghanistan, paving the way for an expansion of the mission
across the country. The ISAF expansion process started in December
2003, when the North Atlantic Council authorised the Supreme
Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) to initiate the expansion beyond the Kabul area of operation.
The expansion was conducted in four phases (stages) by taking
progressively over the command of Provincial Reconstruction Teams
(PRTs) from OEF:
– Stage 1 toward North – RC-N, between January and October
2004 (some 3,600 square kilometres covering nine northern
provinces, out of 34);
– Stage 2 toward West – RC-W, between March and September
2005 (50% of the Afghan territory);
– Stage 3 toward South – RC-S, between February and July 2006
(some three-quarters of the Afghan territory);
– Stage 4 toward East – RC-E, in October 2006 (entire country)
On August 2006, RC-C was ultimately created in Kabul. 31,000
ISAF troops were deployed in Afghanistan; other 8,000 US troops
continued training and counter-terrorism activity, separately.
In addition to expanding the Alliance’s area of operations, the
revised operational plan also paved the way for a greater ISAF role
in the country: this included the deployment of ISAF Operational
Mentoring and Liaison Teams (OMLTs) to Afghan National Security
Forces (ANSF), at various levels of command.
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At the beginning of 2010, there were at least 700 military bases inside Afghanistan, about 400 of which were used by Americans
and NATO forces, and 300 by ANSF. The expansion of ISAF to all
provinces of the country brought the total number of PRTs to twenty-eight in January 2011. As of July 2010, with the split of RC-S
in RC-SW and RC-SE, there were six regional commands, each of
them with subordinate task forces and PRTs. As of December 2014,
ISAF ceased combat operations. The force reportedly numbered some
18,000 from 48 states, with a minority of troops remaining behind as
the advisory Resolute Support Mission (RSM).
ISAF command and control structure
At the beginning of its history, ISAF Headquarters served as the operational control center of the mission.
ISAF command originally rotated among different nations on a sixmonth basis. However, there was a severe difficulty in ensuring new
lead nations. A consulting body composed of diplomatic representatives
and military attaches, in which every contributing nation was represented, provided political-military guidance to the mission. The consulting
body was based in the country in charge of the mission at the time.
The NATO chain of command was established by the Allied Joint
Force Command Brunssum (JFCB), located in the Netherlands,
as operational level out of theater, the Supreme Allied Command
(SHAPE) in Mons (Belgium), as strategic level, and the North
Atlantic Council (NAC) in Brussels, as political level. Moreover, a
NATO’s senior civilian representative (SCR) was appointed to represent the political leadership of the Alliance in Kabul, liaising with the
Afghan government, civil society, representatives of the international
community and neighbouring countries.
From August 2003 to early February 2007, ISAF Headquarters
was established on a rotational basis among the major NATO contributing nations, according to the Lead Nation concept (CIS, FP,
helo support, staff personel, etc.)2.
2
The Lead Nation is that nation with the will and capability, competence and
influence to provide the essential elements of political consultation and military leadership to coordinate the planning, mounting, and execution of a coalition military
operation. Within the overarching organizational framework provided by the Lead
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Since when NATO assumed command and control of the ISAF
mission on 11 august 2003, the ISAF Headquarters structure has
evolved from one built around the NATO Allied Rapid Reaction
Corps headquarters model to a composite headquarters. As directed by the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR), ISAF
Headquarters was formed from staff drawn from NATO standing
HQs and individuals provided by both NATO nations and those
other nations that contribute to the mission.
The transition took place with the ISAF HQs rotation on 7
February 2007. The shape and size of the headquarters has continued
to evolve as the mission progresses, the size of each nation’s contribution to the headquarters changing over time. The HQ’s manning
requirements are met as part of the ISAF mission combined joint
statement of requirement process. Individuals have moved in and out
of the headquarters on a rolling basis, rather than in large groups as
commander’s change, as has previously been the case. This has contributed to enhance continuity.
At that moment, a US four-star general was appointed to be in
charge of the mission and a tight coordination with OEF HQ (US
led) based in Bagram was established.
In late 2009, with the merging of OEF and ISAF Headquarters,
keeping apart the counter-terrorism task force, there was a reorganisation of the mission. Commander ISAF was to supervise the ISAF
Joint Command, established to run the tactical operations, as it
happened for the Multi-National Corps Iraq, the NATO Training
Mission Afghanistan and the Special Operations Forces. There have
also been significant developments in advising at the ministerial level.
State of insurgency
Afghanistan is facing a continuing threat from both the Afghan insurgency and extremist networks. These various groups included
al-Qaeda (AQ), the Haqqani network (HQN), Lashkar-e Tayyiba
(LET), Tehrik-e Taliban Pakistan (TTP), the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan (IMU) and, lately, the Daesh/ISIS.
Nation, other nations participating in the coalition may be designated as Functional
Lead Agent(s) to provide and/or coordinate specific critical sub-functions of the operation and its execution, based on national capability.
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Although Daesh and al-Qaeda might compete, a large network of
criminal and terrorist organizations has developed symbiotic relationships. To this extent, insurgents carried out a wide range of asymmetrical actions, to include IEDs3, mortar and rocket attacks against military bases, ambushes, killings and kidnappings aimed against civilian
targets to rise uncertainty among the population.
Terrorists often identified themselves as Talibans, rather than simple bandits, in order to attract the attention of the media, so as to gain
legitimation at the regional and – above all – international level.
The nature of terrorism is changing. Differently from the past,
terrorists are able to get a global picture and they can move from a
theater of operations to another, in order to strike where they wish to
maximize results of their actions.
Afghan insurgent groups required significant funding and support
to preserve loyalty, project power, and maintain relationships with
other insurgent networks and donors in the region. As such, the safe
movement of funds and resources was critical to the survivability of
the insurgency and was accomplished through several mechanisms.
The structure of the Afghan insurgency’s regional support networks was developed over time. The dynamics of facilitations networks in Afghanistan as well as its border nations were based on
mutually beneficial relationships between certain corrupted public
officials (at all levels of government), narcotics traffickers, insurgents’
elements, and other criminal organizations. These networks and otherwise legitimate groups facilitated the movement of illicit materials
to support the insurgency or, more commonly, under intimidation or
aiming at financial gains.
In the case of Afghanistan, foreign fighters introduced many
Tactics, Techniques and Procedures (TTPs) already tested in other
theaters, like Chechnya and Iraq. They acted not only as guides, but
they also carried out attacks themselves (suicide bombers). Such attacks were every time more sophisticated (multiple roadside bombs,
complex ambushes, etc.) and more lethal thanks to an increased efficiency of weapon systems (including IEDs, mortars, rocket-launchers, MANPADS).

3
Attacks can be carried out with different procedures: suicide IEDs, remote control IEDs, pressure plate IEDs, victim operated IEDs, etc.
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Today, criminal actors remain the main organizers and beneficiaries
of the opium trade in Afghanistan. These groups appear to be ethnically based and they can generally be classified as small gangs. At the top
of the pyramid, there are organizations with recognizable structures,
leaders, and established methods, invariably involving transnational
linkages into Afghanistan neighboring countries and beyond.
Generally speaking, the insurgency failed to achieve its campaign
objectives and its ability to strike the major population centers. The
enemy was less capable, less popular and it was becoming less of an
existential threat to the Afghan government. Nonetheless, enemies of
Afghanistan maintained influence in many rural areas that served as
platforms to attack urban areas and continued to be able to conduct
attacks with roughly constant frequency, although these attacks tended to be carried out in less populated areas. Some groups are clearly
in pursuit of objectives beyond national boundaries. They are clearly
the enemy of state, gaining control through heinous terroristic tactics:
killings of children, beheading of journalists, burning of prisoners of
war, and so on.
Daesh has established some roots between local terrorist and
criminal groups in the Southern, South-Eastern, Eastern and NorthEastern regions. If these groups seek to establish sanctuaries, with support of criminal groups (drugs, weapons trade), they will pose a threat
beyond Afghanistan.
IEDs are the main weapons the terrorists utilized in Iraq because
of their simplicity and effectiveness. This way of fighting crossed the
Iraqi border and reached Afghanistan. During the Russian conflict no
such episodes were recorded while in the first years of international
military presence in the country the use of IEDs was due to necessity
but it had a low level of effectiveness.
ISAF line of efforts
ISAF was one of the several international community actors that insisted over the Afghan theater of operations to assist the Kabul government to extend its authority over the whole country. At the same
time, it provided support to the humanitarian and reconstruction
efforts to remove the reasons of the conflict. Military and civilian initiatives were tightly related, especially concerning their aims. Indeed,
if one failed, there will certainly be effects on the other.
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In order to synchronize activities with both national and regional priorities, in a synergic approach, all initiatives were divided into
three lines of efforts: security, reconstruction & development, and
governance.
ISAF’s main role was to carry out security operations aimed at
supporting the government to create and retain a suitable security
framework, through the progressive involvement of the national security forces, and to support the governmental program for the disarmament of illegal groups.
Reconstruction and development activities were carried out to create the proper social and economic conditions to develop commerce,
agriculture and industry.
In the governance field, efforts were intended to create an institutional framework able to exert its political, military, economic and
administrative authority from Kabul to every district in the country.
ISAF operational posture: PSO vs COIN operations
Throughout long years of intense commitment, in conjunction with
a gradual expansion of the area of responsibility, and the replacement
the OEF forces, ISAF changed from a classical peacekeeping operation
posture, through multinational NATO and coalition combat operations, to a Training, Advice and Assist (TAA) mission. In 2009, such
an evolution led the mission to adopt an in-theater strategy of “Shape,
Clear, Hold and Build”. Then, by the end of 2012, while conducting
the transition phases, ISAF led drawdown operations only.
ISAF operated all over the country, even though a major concentration was present in the Southern and Eastern rural provinces, close
to the Pakistani frontier (over 2,500 km), where the presence and the
influence of the insurgents was greater.
Over time, as insurgents’ strength and aggressiveness grew, ISAF
forces adopted more aggressive tactics, as sweep and raid, that were, in
practice, indistinguishable from OEF’s approach, which was instead
focusing on a counter-terrorism mission.
The scenario ISAF operated in was not much different from the
one depicted by Rudyard Kipling in his late 19th century novels. This
highlights an apparent paradox: in the Internet era, featuring a “technological assumption”, in which satellite communication systems enable to follow “live” activities occurring thousands of miles away, the
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multinational contingent operations recalled the “old days” battles, in
which man was always the final key element of the fight.
As in the old days, small garrisons, often isolated, lived in hard
conditions, without any comforts, which are now almost essential for
a Western army used to higher and higher “country-life” standards,
where the quality of life depends on the survival and reaction skills
to the guerrilla attacks. As in the past, units had to be ready to resist
violent close fights, sudden lethal ambushes, based on surprise and
fast reaction, which often become hand-to-hand struggles, in order to
repel in waves Talebans’ attacks.
In the same area, one could contemporarily observe different types
of operations, from high-intensity to peacekeeping without warning
or prior notice and without premonitory signals. A soldier might find
himself to carry out police tasks, when he could take part in a patrol
for controlling the territory; he could be then requested to perform
humanitarian activities, and next, to be involved in a mortal fight, all
of that in the very same day. In addition, special forces traditionally
used to operate in a discreet and independent way were often requested to act next to traditional forces and humanitarian organizations.
Shape, Clear, Hold, and Build (and Transfer)
In 2009, the ISAF commander, US General McChrystal, adopted a new COIN strategy in order to face an increasing insurgency
in South and South-east Afghanistan. It was oriented to create the
military conditions necessary to several aims, including: secure key
population centers, limit the flow of insurgents, remove insurgent
and anti-government elements from a given area or region thereby
creating space between the insurgents and the population, maintain
security, denying the insurgents access and freedom of movement
within the given space, as well as exploit the security space to deliver
humanitarian relief and implement reconstruction and development
initiatives. Such initiatives would connect the Afghan population to
its government and build and sustain the Afghanistan envisioned in
the strategic goals.
The strategy “Shape, Clear, Hold, and Build” relied more heavily
on using native forces to identify the nature and strength of the enemy threat in a given area (“Shape”), and on using foreign and native
forces to defeat the enemy threat (“Clear”), as well as to keep the area
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clear of enemies (“Hold”), and establish native institutions which draw
their legitimacy from the local people (“Build” and “Transfer” to local
authorities).
This strategy was population-centric and required a more integrated civil-military effort. It foresaw a situation in which security works
24/7 to protect villagers from enemy threats; governance reflects the
national vision amended to honor local tribal customs, and the development process aims at ensuring basic services of health, education,
and, most importantly, job creation and employment, thus allowing
breadwinners to support their families.
The Provincial Reconstruction Teams concept
One of the main tasks of ISAF was to contribute to the reconstruction and development of the country through the use of Provincial
Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) – led by individual ISAF nations – securing areas in which the reconstruction was conducted by national
and international actors.
PRTs, composed of some 100/150 civilian-military personnel,
mostly with specific reconstruction capacities and skills, were initially developed in 2003 as a US project within Operation Enduring
Freedom. With the expansion of ISAF all over the country, the PRTs
were integrated in the NATO mission, gradually extending in 26 out
of 34 provincial capitals, with personnel from the various contributing nations.
Those units operated in order to combine the military and civilian
efforts and to ensure a better coordination of the reconstruction projects, as well as a more effective distribution of the international aid,
while assisting the expansion of the central government, bringing into
contact the local authorities and the population.
By the end of 2014, all 28 PRTs were closed and their functions
handed over to the Afghan government, traditional development actors, non-governmental organisations and the private sector.
It is worth noting that the PRT approach was no new. Similar
initiatives, in fact, might be found in past conflicts. In Indochina,
for instance, by analyzing the Viet-minh strategy, the French commanders decided that the subversive war had to be fought using the
same means of the opponents. Special units were introduced, the
Special Administrative Sections (SAS), specifically trained to handle
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civil-military relations. The SAS, established in September 1955 as a
“pilot project”, dealt with the creation of infrastructures, supporting
of the population, educating young people and re-establishing the order. In 1960 more than 700 were located all over the territory.
Transition/inteqal
As agreed with the Afghan government at the NATO summit in
Lisbon in 2010 and then reaffirmed at the NATO summits in
Chicago in 2012 and in Wales in 2014, a gradual transition (inteqal
in dari and pasthu) was launched in July 2011 to full Afghan Security
Forces responsibility. The aim was to have the Afghan forces fully responsible for security across the country by the end of 2014.
The transition implementation started on 1 March 2011, and
consisted of five tranches, starting from the more stable provinces of
the country. Stability was based on an assessment of the security, governance and development situation on the ground.
On 18 June 2013, with the announcement of tranche 5 and
milestone 13, ISAF was able to achieve a very significant and historic
objective with regards to the development of the Afghan National
Security Forces. The ANSF became competent, confident and capable of maintaining security throughout the country: that moment
marked the assumption of lead responsibility for security nationwide
by the Afghan government and the ANSF.
Since late 2012, the only unilateral operations being conducted
by the coalition were local security patrols, route clearance, and retrograde operations. However, it took a while for the ANSF to take de
facto full responsibility for security, and this happened at the end of
2014.
From a NATO perspective, the transition phase has represented a
terrific and unique challenge. Indeed, in addition to transferring responsibility of security to the Afghan government and the local forces,
NATO had to nearly simultaneously provide the ANSF with specific
training and to build an enduring partnership with Afghanistan, in
order to facilitate the reconciliation process amongst Afghans and to
promote regional stability and economic integration.
At this stage, this seems to be the major result if we consider that
only ten years ago the ANSF were not in existence, while, in a decade,
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they have grown to around 350,000 male and female personnel, the
strongest military strength in the Afghan history.
In 2013, insurgents strove to oppose the raise of the ANSF. Highprofile spectacular attacks struck major cities and rural areas likewise
to back up their propaganda, and in 2014, they modified their tactics
by launching direct attacks against ANSF checkpoints and smaller
garrisons, in order to test the responsiveness of ISAF and the ANSF.
Building the Afghan Security Forces
Training Afghan Security Forces was always a priority for ISAF.
Initially, the task was left to the troop contributing nations initiatives.
Subsequently, in order to have a better coordination of the efforts
(and results), starting from late 2006 and until 2012, the Operational
Mentor and Liaison Teams (OMLTs) and the Police Operational
Mentor and Liaison Teams (POMLTs) were created and posted to the
various levels of the Afghan chain of command in order to achieve a
greater synergy in theater.
The OMLTs and POMLTs, composed of 12-20 specialized soldiers sent by contributing nations, integrated in several commanding
levels of Afghan forces, were assigned to provide the training of the
local units and leading them in operations4.
Developing professional, capable and self-sustaining ANSF was
at the centre of ISAF’s efforts and the core mission of the NATO
Training Mission in Afghanistan (NTM-A). This work was carried
out in close cooperation with the European Union Police Mission
in Afghanistan (EUPOL Afghanistan) and the Afghan Ministries of
Defence and Interior.
From 2013, the positive results of the professional training of
tactical level Afghan units encouraged the shift from OMLTs to the
Security Force Advise and Assist Teams (SFAATs). The aim was to increase the preparation of the units of the Afghan Security Forces up to
institutional level (Ministry of Defence, Ministry of Interior, National
Directorate of Security). With the exception of aviation support, coalition forces were in a purely advisory capacity.
4

From this point of view, their action was similar to that of the Embedded
Training Team (EET) of Operation Enduring Freedom. On the ETTs see: https://
publicintelligence.net/us-army-oef-embedded-training.
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The NTM-A, set up in 2009, focused on training initial recruits
and building the institutional training capability of the Afghan
Security Forces, while the ISAF Joint Command was responsible for
developing fielded units through advice and assistance. As previously
stated, these combined efforts helped build up the Afghan Security
Forces from scratch to approximately 352,000 soldiers and police officers (including the Afghan local police).
Since its creation in 2002, the Afghan National Army (ANA) has
incrementally progressed from an infantry-centric force to an army,
developing both fighting elements and enabling capabilities such as
military police, intelligence, route clearance, combat support, medical, aviation, and logistics. By December 2014, the ANA numbered
more than 185,000 personnel, including approximately 11,000
Special Forces.
ISAF fully transitioned to a train, advise, and assist (TAA) role,
providing combat support and combat service support as required
enabling Afghan success at the operational level.
Without any doubt, transition has marked the final step of the
evolution process over time, through the different phases of the mission, which have seen ISAF in different important roles: from leading
combat actions, through ISAF/ANSF partnered operations shoulder
to shoulder, up to ISAF’s primary role of training, advising and assisting (TAA) the ANSF.
The role of the Afghan National Police (ANP) has gradually shifted from counterinsurgency formation to a more civilian policing role,
by further developing capabilities ranging from criminal investigations to traffic control. The police living among the population is the
first barrier to the insurgency and terrorism; they are able to feel the
situation. Operating under the responsibility of the Afghan Ministry
of the Interior, the ANP is made up of different police specialties related to various field of actions5. By the end of 2014, the ANP had
reached a strength of more than 153,000 men and women.
Efforts to rebuild the Afghan Air Force (AAF) began in 2007 and
will continue through 2017. In a landlocked country like Afghanistan,
5
The Afghan uniform police, including the community police, traffic police,
and fire-fighters; the Afghan border police; the Afghan anti-crime police, including a
counter-narcotics, a counter-terrorism, and a criminal investigations department; the
Afghan civil order police, which provides crisis and anti-terror response capabilities
in urban environments.
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air power is essential in order to provide security efficiency and effectiveness. The AAF had steadily increased its personnel to more than
6,900 by the end of 2014, including aircrew and maintenance and
support personnel, and its fleet of fixed-wing and rotary-wing aircraft,
the AAF currently has a fleet of 100 fixed-wing and rotary aircrafts,
including two delivered C-130 aircrafts and twelve Mi-17 helicopters that were delivered last September. During 2014, the Air Force
planned and executed air operations including casualty evacuation, air
reconnaissance and troop airlift with limited IASF support.
Today, the ANSF have developed into an effective, credible and capable force providing security for the country and sustaining the confidence of the people of Afghanistan. They have earned the respect and
trust of the Afghan population; in fact, public confidence in the soldiers, police and air force personnel, has reached almost 90%. Without
any doubt, the Afghan forces have gained the lead and the responsibility for security across their country counting nearly 31 million citizens.
Indeed, during the 2013 fighting season, the ANSF conducted 95% of
conventional operations, 98% of special operations and 100% of the
planning. The ANSF led roughly 1,000 patrols a day.
In 2014 the ANSF have proved their capability to protect the
Afghan population throughout historic elections, as well as during important events that were held in the run-up to the elections, such as
the Loya Jirga (2,000 participants from all 34 provinces), the Ghazni
Islamic Festival (6,000 participants), the First Vice President Fahim
Khan’s funeral, the opening of Parliament and the Mazar-e Sharif nawroz festivities (10,000 participants secured by 6,000 ANSF).
In March 2014, during Operation Chamtoo, in Southern
Afghanistan, the Afghan Forces cleared more than 600 villages, discovered 70 weapons-caches and neutralized roughly 900 IEDs. In
May 2014, the ANSF executed roughly fifty operations throughout
Afghanistan with measured success: approximately 250 IEDs were
discovered and neutralized; roughly 50 weapons-caches were seized.
In the same month, the ANA completed a weeklong offensive in eastern Afghanistan, which seriously degraded insurgent networks and
disrupted their operations by regaining control of three key districts.
From June to July 2014, the ANSF led over 84,000 unilateral operations: this actually represents a tremendous achievement if we compare these results with those of the same period in 2012, when the
ANSF were able to spearhead over 12,000 operations in total.
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Success could be attributed to an improvement in coordination
and synchronization of efforts among the Ministry of Defence, the
Ministry of Interior, and the National Directorate of Security and the
ANSF as a whole.
Notwithstanding these positive results, both the Afghan security
institutions and the ANSF continue to face some issues in terms of
internal processes and procedures. Furthermore, specific functional
areas such as close air support, intelligence, special operations, medical and logistics still require some assistance from external actors like
NATO and the international community. Additionally, the ANSF
continue to face some problems such as insufficient quality of leadership, illiteracy, high attrition rates and all those issues related to a
young military organization.
In the field of literacy, today, Afghan instructors train most Afghan
soldiers, teaching approximately 90% of the classes. Furthermore,
since February 2013, more than 242,000 ANSF members have successfully completed level 1 literacy training, with more than 102,115
achieving level 2, and nearly 82,473 achieving level 3.
Resolute Support Mission (RSM) and Train, Advise & Assist (TAA)
During the NATO summit in Chicago in 2012, allies and partners
jointly agreed with the Afghan government on a follow-on NATOled non-combat mission, to continue supporting the development of
the ANSF after the end of ISAF’s mission.
While the ANSF have made a lot of progress, they still need international support as they continue to develop. At the NATO summit in Wales in September 2014, ISAF troop-contributing nations
underlined their commitment to continue to support Afghanistan in
the post-2014.
Launched on 1 January 2015, the Resolute Support Mission will
provide training, advice and assistance activities at the security ministries and national institutional levels and the higher levels of army
and police command across the country. It will have approximately
12,000 personnel from NATO allies and partner countries, operating in one hub (Kabul/Bagram) and four spokes (Mazar-e Sharif in
the North, Herat in the West, Kandahar in the South, and Laghman
in the East). The Security Force Assistance (SFA) concept has now
been introduced by moving forward towards the new mission, in a
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posture of force operating Training, Advise, and Assist at ministerial
level and down to the corps levels, being this a natural progression of
the campaign.
The agreement between NATO and Afghanistan on the establishment of the new mission was welcomed by United Nations Security
Council Resolution 2189, unanimously adopted on 12 December
2014.
This support is being taken forward through three parallel, mutually reinforcing strands of activity:
– In the short term, a new NATO-led non-combat mission,
Resolute Support, is providing further training, advice and assistance to the Afghan National Defence and Security Forces
(ANDSF);
– In the medium term, continued financial support is being provided to sustain the ANDSF until the end of 2017;
– In the long term, political consultations and practical cooperation in specific areas will be strengthened within the framework of the NATO-Afghanistan Enduring Partnership, signed
in 2010.
Closing remarks
There is no doubt that Afghanistan has come a long way from the
dark era when Taliban were dominating the country. Since then,
Afghanistan has experienced remarkable progresses in each sector of
its society. Afghanistan has made the largest percentage gain of any
country in basic health and development indicators over the past decade. As a matter of fact, more than 30,000 kilometers of roads have
been built, fostering trade; more than 70% of Afghans have today cell
phones, which allow them to connect with the rest of the country and
the modern world. From only one million children in school over a
decade ago with practically no females attending as students, there are
now more than seven million school children and, among them, 1 out
of 3 is female; there is also a vibrant and critical media scene, with over
250 media outlets across the country. Maternal mortality is decreasing
and life expectancy is rising. Millions of people have exercised their
right to vote in five election cycles since 2004.
So, all in all, a lot has been done and Afghans are now committed
to build a stable and secure society based on the rule of law, respecting
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the rights of all townspeople and having an effective and independent
judiciary and good-working governance. Regional and international
actors such as China, India, Turkey, Iran, Arab world, Russia have a
shared interest in supporting the stability and peace of Afghanistan.
Placed in historical context, the development of the ANSF is
a remarkable success story. In less than a decade, ISAF has helped
Afghan authorities to develop a credible force of nearly 350,000. On
1st January 2015 the ANSF assumed full security responsibility, and
proved strong and victorious against a determined enemy, Despite
their losses, the ANSF have survived the withdrawal of more than
120,000 US and allied troops.
The Afghan government is still in control of its 34 provincial capitals and all major cities. These forces are rightly credible and held in
high esteem by the public.
The ANSF daily demonstrates the ability to hold key population
centers and lines of communication, despite localized increases in violence and persistent insurgent influence in the rural areas of Southern
and Eastern Afghanistan, using what has been described as a “mowing
the lawn” strategy that – while not a long term solution – is the bestbad way to deal with a “protracted intractable conflict”, even if not in
the long term.
This should not sound as surprising, as the Afghan people have
demonstrated throughout history that they know how to fight with
courage and valor. In 1897, a young Winston Churchill was working as reporter for the Daily Telegraph, following the army of Queen
Victoria engaged in Afghanistan to quell the “Great Frontier revolt”.
He described the Afghans by saying that every man was a warrior. I
firmly believe that he could not have used a more correct statement.
Despite some concerns, the international community is not leaving Afghanistan. There are still problems and frictions, of course, but
this is just a strong encouragement for us all to complete the job and
do what needs to be done.
COIN critical aspects
Counterinsurgency operations are rather different from a traditional
military campaign aimed at fixing the enemies and destroying them
or from the conquest of any location or other position that could be
defined as “key terrain”, especially when they have no relevance for the
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province population’s daily life, which is the very focus of operations.
Winning the battlefield is not crucial against an “irregular” opponent,
because the fight is not just conducted following the military rules.
Counterinsurgency operations are designed to improve the general safety conditions to allow the legitimate government to extend their
authority within the national borders.
Only an actual improvement of the Afghan population’s life conditions and a progressive development of the government and administrative abilities the local authorities will lead to a long lasting and
effective broadening of zones controlled by the government of Kabul.
Results are achieved with credible ANSF, able to maintain the lead
of security and to conduct operations aimed at neutralizing the insurgents’ initiative and control the borders with neighboring countries,
such as Pakistan and Iran. Furthermore, it requires means of political
initiatives with regional powers (especially Pakistan), in order to reduce infiltration of insurgents.
In other words, military actions must be followed by clear government efforts towards the methodological fight against the production
and trade of drugs and the corruption within the institutions, factors
which undermine the public credibility and trust in the central government, nourishing the support to hostile formations; the lack of
good governance, corruption and the slow progress of reconstruction
is undoubtedly helping the Taliban influence.
This is a commitment which must be supported by the international community with a holistic vision, and which requires time
and patience. In fact, as the interventions in Bosnia (since December
1995) and Kosovo (since June 1999) demonstrate, where international forces and civil organizations are still present, lasting results generally require a long-term commitment.
Takeaways
2014 marked the final year of the International Security Assistance
Force in Afghanistan, the largest operation in the history of the
Atlantic Alliance. ISAF mission made the Alliance stronger, politically
and militarily. All allies and partners have demonstrated political solidarity and commitment and our forces are now more capable than
ever in the history of the Alliance; they are more interoperable, more
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deployable and more versatile. Each country peculiarities and differences are far from being a problem.
The ISAF environment, characterized by a continuous exchange
of experiences, represents the true added values to the Armed Forces;
the momentum, as well as the landmark in terms of professionalism,
culture and espirit de corps. Therefore, they represent a formidable
synergy and encourage the debate based on the mutual respect and
common integration, part of the heritage expressed by each nation.
The complexity of today’s peace-support and stabilisation operations and the multi-faceted nature of 21st century security challenges
call for a comprehensive approach that effectively combines political,
civilian and military instruments. The different mandates given by
governments to their forces were diverse from country to country. As
a matter of fact, some governments wished to take a full part in counterinsurgency operations; some were in Afghanistan for NATO alliance reasons; some were in the country because they partially wished
to maintain their relationship with the United States, and possibly,
some were there for domestic political reasons.
ISAF operated under a unified command within Afghanistan;
however, individual nations often placed certain caveats on their
contingents.
Caveats can be the result of political considerations, disagreements
about certain aspects of the mission, or lack of proper training or
equipment. Caveats can include limits on patrols, usage of airlift capabilities, and where certain countries can deploy their soldiers.
Problems are to be addressed by blending different traditions, cultures, ways of thinking and doing business, and languages, paving the
way for more effective and reliable common achievements.
With over fifty contributing nations, ISAF has been the largest
international coalition in recent history. The common effort has
demonstrated political solidarity among NATO allies and partners
throughout the years of the operations. Through the experience, all
those involved improved their ability to act and operate together.
This is the greatest lesson we have learned from Afghanistan.
Teamwork binds us together, paving the way for cooperation aimed
at restoring security and stability, which leads to additional future
assistance by helping people in need and by succeeding in keeping
important principles to build a stable society based on the rule of law,
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respect of human rights, with an effective and independent judiciary
and good-working governance.
Having said that, collectively, NATO’s lessons from Afghanistan
underline the fact that contemporary crisis are constantly changing
their faces and multinational forces conducting operations in this sort
of environment must constantly learn and adapt. As such, proper
cultural understanding is an invaluable guide to developing the right
rules of engagement, develop situational awareness and serve to minimize civilian casualties.
IASF, and now the follow on Resolute Support mission, was a
coalition requiring extraordinary coordination and collaboration at
all levels due to the wide range of actors: between capitals, within
Brussels, in and around Kabul, and in dusty villages. Building cohesion – strategic, operational or tactical – was not easy, even among the
closest allies.
As a matter of fact, the extraordinary challenge of performing
security operations against a resilient enemy, while simultaneously
building the capacity of the Afghan government, have been achieved.
By today’s standards, this is no longer valid. Indeed, today we can
say – in reality – that the international environment is more dynamic
(volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous), and – at the same time –
much less well defined. ISAF was the most important example of such
a paradigm, because:
– SHAPE planned at the strategic and operational levels but cognisant on tactical actions;
– JFCs and components planned operational and tactical levels
but cognisant of the strategic effects and/or ramifications on
the ground;
– Formations and units planned at the tactical, but understood
that their actions might have operational and strategic effects.
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