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The 148-page war review of Afghanistan - is out.

18 months in the making and painstaking in detail...it is the final word
by the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, (SIGAR).

Is it...the ultimate “lessons learned” document?

Depends how it informs future actions...but there is a trove of insights,
knowledge and first-hand accounts to be gleaned from it.

Let’s start at the end-game and work our way back, a handful of short-term
factors accelerated the demise of Kabul.

At the same time...the report emphasizes that “the stage had been set”
for the collapse of the ANDSF (Afghan National Defense and Security Forces),
“long before” it occurred in July, 2021.

Critical junctures...were the U.S.-Taliban agreement of Feb, 2020 and the
announcement of continuing withdrawal of U.S. forces & contractor personnel in
April, 2021.

The accord itself...“catalyzed the collapse” according to ANDSF officials.
One former Afghan Corps Commander said that its psychological impact was so great
that the average Afghan soldier switched to “survival mode.” The pact... beyond
giving the Taliban its core withdrawal demands - also agreed to a “lopsided
prisoner exchange” - 5,000 militants in return for only 1,000 Afghan prisoners
...“regenerating the Taliban’s combat power.”

In the overall...SIGAR termed the accord, as resulting in a “sense of
abandonment” for the Afghans. Moreover...it “sealed the ANDSF’s fate.”

Compounding this...in 2017, the Dept of Defense was granted additional
authorizations to wage combat - especially airstrikes.

By 2019...they were pounding the Taliban - 7,423 airstrikes in that year
alone, the most in a decade. As a consequence...SIGAR says that ANDSF was making
progress, recapturing territory, it was a key element in keeping the Taliban “at
bay.”

But after signing the agreement in Feb, 2020 - “the U.S. military changed
its level of support to the ANDSF dramatically.” One former Afghan commander of
Joint Special Operations Command - “Overnight, 98% of U.S. airstrikes ceased.”

Moreover...the way in which the pact was agreed to “introduced tremendous
uncertainty” - many of its provisions “were contained in secret written and verbal
agreements” between the U.S. and Taliban envoys.

The pact also required contractor withdrawals. Throughout 2021 they did leave
and former Afghan generals noted the consequences. Every aircraft that had battle

damage or needed maintenance was grounded - “In a matter of months, 60% of the Black
Hawks were grounded, with no Afghan or U.S. government plan to bring them back to
life.” U.S. officials “underestimated” its impact.

Thus...vital air power to counter the Taliban on their own, was crippled.
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Corruption was an endless problem...it “dominated.”

Gov’t officials...operated “in a culture of impunity” as they “often focused
on personal gain at the country’s expense.”

Another igsue...lack of effective interagency oversgight - “prevented a clear
picture of reality on the ground.” Since 2005...the U.S. metrics used by the
military “focused primarily on inputs and outputs masking performance-degrading
factors.”

The departure from Bagram Airfield in July, 2021 was described in a particular
gscathing manner by Afghan military officials. They told the Associated Press “that
U.S. forces departed the base late at night, shutting off the electricity without
notifying the new Afghan commander. The commander realized it two hours later -
after looters had ransacked the base.”

DOD responded - that “high-level” Afghan officials had been made aware of
the U.S. departure, “while declining to dispute the Afghan military officials’
accounts.”

United States...spent roughly $18.6B arming/equipping the ANDSF.

This included massive stocks - among them, approximately 600,000 weapons of
all calibers and over 80,000 vehicles.

What was left upon departure?

DOD’s estimate...$7.1B worth of equipment.

A detajled equipment table appears on page 68 of the report.
It shows what was provided over 16 years...and what remained.

Within ground vehicles - there were 53,180 “general purpose or light-tactical”
ones sent over, 23,825 Humvees and 900 armored combat vehicles.

What was left behind? 43,139 ground vehicles.
How about weapons - largest variety belongs to “M4, M16 and AK-variant rifles”
numbering 258,300. What remained? 316,260 weapons (types not specified).

There are various other categories.

A number of “first person” interviews are listed - including those involving
the aftermath.

From a former Afghan intelligence officer - “The Taliban are going after
former ANDSF on a daily basis. They search their homes and if they cannot find the
individual they will go after their family members. They punish their family until
the person they are looking for surrenders.”

From this same officer - “The Taliban are using biometric devices to detect
and find former ANDSF. They take fingerprints and if there is a match, they take
the individual to the police station. A lot of NDS, ANA and ANP officers were
arrested through the use of biometric devices.”

Of note...within the weapons inventory table - are automated biometric
identification systems - 1,244 of them, nearly all left behind.

The report concludes...that the United States “lacked the organizational,
agency-level and inter-agency doctrine, policies and dedicated resources to initiate
the wholesale development of another nation’s army. U.S. trainers and advisors
performed short tours of duty which limited continuity of effort ” Reflecting
a continuing desire to get out of Afghanistan, the U.S. military worked to create
the appearance of success by performing the tasks it was supposed to be training
the Afghan military to do.”

Another assessment...the U.S. and Afghan government’s “share in the blame.”

Finally - The U.S. lacked political will to reconstruct an entire security
sector in a war-torn country. Indeed...the fundamental assumptions on how to do so
“have failed to be examined” --- “the eventual collapse of ANDSF was predictable.”
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The President’s FY 2024 budget request...is soon set to be unveiled.

Release of the budget tomes...sets the traditional congressional review
process in gear.

To get here...is the culmination of wide-spread efforts that began last
spring. Although you hear a lot about OMB - the vast majority of work is done
mainly by departments.

The budget components...are put together; priced; assessed; justified;
defended; staffed; operated; reported and managed by people in the agencies.

For those laboring in the budget vineyards...it can sometimes feel like
there aren’t enough hours in the day.

With hearings soon gcheduled to begin...federal departments and agencies
are getting ready for the annual ritual - congressional testimony. Involves
introductory statements to be prepared, back-up exhibits to be on tap for any
questions, reviewing program content, prioritization of what areas to emphasize -
and how to defend others less understood, reasons for changes in estimates, etc.

This is a uniquely American phenomenon. In no other country...do the
professional bureaucrats go up against the politicians in the legislative. It
is an unequal contest...with the cards stacked against agency witnesses.

Some come out shaken...others relish the challenge.

As it is...the American bureaucracy may be the best in the world because
of this testing ground. It can lead to promotion - for those who excel at it.
To do well requires confidence, knowledge, experience - and the ability to
articulate.

You may be involved with both the authorizing and appropriating panels.
Some departments have programs split between various committees...key people can
appear before a number of them.

What is the best approach - if you are scheduled to testify or are helping
someone who is?
At its core...the job is essentially selling. Tied to this:

- All major programs revolve around money - budget provides the oxygen
on which agencies survive - it is always number one.

- Many programs are so large that you have to pick and choose what to
emphasize.

- Go through last year’s hearings - any promises, projections that were
made. Be able to discuss them, make sure nothing is overlooked. This also
applies to last year’s committee reports...search for issues that caused concerns,
what was emphasized and what members want to see more or less of.

- Have an awareness that members are generally reassured by certain words
or phrases and that they don’t appreciate surprises. If you are planning a new
program, let them know in advance. May be useful to stay fairly close during the
year...drop in and say hello once in a while.

- Try to keep your testimony low-key. Stay calm...be ready to answer some
questions repeatedly. If you are under attack while testifying...keep a steady
pace. Also, never answer any question you haven’t been asked, stick to the point.

- Two different fiscal philosophies exist in the House. With the GOP now in
control...a seemingly frugal approach _
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