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The Consensus for Substantial Troop Reductions in Afghanistan 

NSN Special Report, June 2011 
 

National security experts and public opinion leaders, as well as a growing number in Congress 

and the public, all support starting a substantial troop drawdown from Afghanistan next month. 

Their reasons for supporting a substantial reduction vary, as do specific recommendations on the 

number of troops that should be withdrawn. But a consensus has formed around the conclusion 

that a substantial drawdown would help align American interests with our commitment in 

Afghanistan and push Afghans to take responsibility for their own safety and governance. In that 

context, the National Security Network has put together a special report outlining that consensus. 
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National Security Experts 

 

Leslie Gelb, President Emeritus of the Council on Foreign Relations 

―With Osama bin Laden now swimming with the fishes, the U.S. has but one sensible path: to 

draw down U.S. forces to 15,000-25,000 by the end of 2013, try cutting a deal with the Taliban, 

and refocus American power in the region on containment, deterrence and diplomacy. There 

might be better words to say this, but Mission Accomplished—as much as necessary and 

possible. The killing of bin Laden highlights that his al Qaeda operation in Afghanistan is in 

threads. By all intelligence and military accounts, they are down to fewer than 200 faithful. 

Extending a major land war indefinitely to kill every last one of them would be hideously 

wasteful. Thus the original mission is effectively accomplished… The common-sense response 

to this hell hole is for the U.S. and NATO to complete their combat withdrawals by the 

beginning of 2013—not by the end of 2014 as now planned. That's sufficient time for friendly 

Afghans to prepare themselves. Besides, upwards of 25,000 NATO forces could remain for a 

period to help with training, logistics, intelligence and counterterrorist operations.‖ [Leslie Gelb, 

5/9/11] 

 

John Deutch, former Director of Central Intelligence 

―Our strategy [in Afghanistan] is obviously not on a successful path… The real question at 

bottom is: Are the political, military and financial resources that this country has properly 

allocated with such a large amount of effort in Afghanistan?… My answer to that question is that 

the investment that we have in people, in dollars, in diplomatic effort, in reputation is being 

weakened by our presence in Afghanistan relative to other allocations we could have. So my 

view is it‘s time to get out – in fact, long, long past time to get out.‖ [John Deutch, 5/24/11] 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703859304576306942627633336.html?mod=googlenews_wsj
http://www.americanprogress.org/events/2011/05/afpakafterobl
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Richard Falkenrath, Principal at the Chertoff Group and former Deputy Homeland 

Security Advisor to President George W. Bush 

―Essentially we have just one vital national interest [in Afghanistan], and really that‘s to avoid 

another base for terrorist to launch [attacks] against us… we are a democracy, the president is 

elected, and he cannot sustain an international war indefinitely in the absence of political 

support. It‘s just a fact. And the political support is, if not gone, very close to being gone and 

falling... For me the juxtaposition of those two points says not only will the U.S. commitment in 

Afghanistan fall and be drawn down on the schedule the president proposes or on an accelerated 

schedule -- I don‘t know -- but that it should. The fact that we have rather modest vital interests 

there and that popular support really is gone – and it‘s not gone because the president failed to 

sell it but rather because people realize what it is and aren‘t buying it.‖ [Richard Falkenrath, 

5/24/11] 

 

Anne-Marie Slaughter, former Director of Policy Planning at the State Department 

―Establishing that kind of security across Afghanistan requires not only building up Afghan 

police and military forces but also creating the incentives for them to risk their lives for the sake 

of protecting their people. It also means removing U.S. troops as focal points and targets for 

Taliban attacks, attacks that end up alienating the very villagers that our soldiers seek to protect 

and win over. Counterinsurgency doctrine assumes that if American troops protect and serve the 

population of a village, they will have incentives to give up the information those troops need to 

protect themselves and drive out the enemy. In some cases, for some periods of time, that has 

proved true. But it is a strategy that assumes the troops providing protection are there to stay for 

as long as it takes to erase the possibility of retaliation by the enemy that was informed upon. As 

long as villagers know that American troops are going to leave some day, as they will, and as 

long as they lack faith in their own government to protect them, their instincts for self-

preservation will tell them to keep quiet. Their incentives are to go with the winner, not to help 

the United States and its allies win.‖ [Anne-Marie Slaughter, 5/3/11] 

 

Paul Pillar, former CIA national intelligence officer for the Middle East and South Asia 

―Taliban leaders are acutely aware that the biggest setback their movement has ever suffered—

their being swept from power in the opening weeks of Operation Enduring Freedom—was a 

direct response to an al-Qaeda operation. They have no incentive to do anything that would 

facilitate a repeat of that experience. Al-Qaeda leaders are also unlikely to perceive an advantage 

in having more of a presence on the northwest side of the Durand Line than they already do on 

the southeast side of it. This is especially so because the Taliban and al-Qaeda alike know that 

the standards for use of U.S. military force in Afghanistan have changed drastically since pre-

9/11 days. Unlike back then, the re-establishment of anything remotely resembling al-Qaeda's 

earlier presence in Afghanistan would become a target for unrestricted use of U.S. air power. 

This would be true whether or not the United States was still waging a counterinsurgency on the 

ground in Afghanistan. And such use of force would be far greater than the still major 

restrictions on anything the United States can do militarily in Pakistan.‖ [Paul Pillar, 5/24/11] 

 

http://www.americanprogress.org/events/2011/05/afpakafterobl
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/05/03/escaping_from_afghanistans_mad_max_present?page=full
http://nationalinterest.org/print/blog/paul-pillar/terrorism-civil-war-south-asia-5363
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Richard Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Relations 

―Resolution of the ongoing conflict by either military or diplomatic means is highly unlikely and 

not a realistic basis for U.S. policy. Walking away from Afghanistan, however, is not the 

answer.  Instead, this country should sharply scale back what it is doing and what it seeks to 

accomplish, and aim for an Afghanistan that is ‗good enough‘ in light of local realities, limited 

interests, and the broad range of both domestic and global challenges facing the United States.‖ 

[Richard Haass, 5/3/11] 

 

Lawrence Korb, former Assistant Secretary of Defense and current Senior Fellow at the 

Center for American Progress 

―[A]s a result of employing offshore-balancing, the United States can change its defense strategy 

from counterinsurgency to counterterrorism. This would mean relying more on US Special 

Forces to target specific terrorist groups -- rather than sending large land armies into countries to 

try and remake them in our own image. Doing this will enable the United States to begin a 

significant withdrawal from Afghanistan starting this July and to begin negotiations with the 

Taliban. This strategy will also allow the United States to significantly lower its defense budget 

and to deal with a burgeoning national debt. After all, in a baseline defense budget of $558 

billion, the portion devoted to US Special Forces, the group that killed bin Laden, is just $10.8 

billion. Moreover, by making it clear that the US military commitment in Afghanistan is not 

open-ended, there will be more of an incentive for neighboring countries to work together to 

stabilize the region.‖ 

 

Heather Hurlburt and Maj. Gen. (ret.) Paul Eaton, Executive Director and Senior Advisor, 

National Security Network 

―Political progress and military drawdown are linked — and lack of the former should precipitate 

a faster, not slower, drawdown. Debates over time-lines miss a broader consensus: The 

counterinsurgency strategy, which requires large numbers of troops, should be switched to a 

counterterrorism strategy, which needs far fewer.‖ [Heather Hurlburt and Paul Eaton, 12/15/10] 

 

http://www.cfr.org/afghanistan/acceptable-end-state-afghanistan/p24874
http://www.politico.com/news/stories/1210/46411.html
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Think Tanks 

 

Council on Foreign Relations Task Force report, co-chaired by former Deputy Secretary of 

State Richard Armitage and former National Security Advisor Samuel Berger 

―The president has said that the United States will continue its present military surge until July 

2011. If progress is being made, the United States should be able to draw down its forces starting 

in July 2011, based on conditions on the ground. However, if U.S. efforts are not working, a 

more significant drawdown to a narrower mission that emphasizes counterterror objectives with 

fewer U.S. forces will be warranted.‖ [CFR, 11/10] 

 

Center for American Progress report authored by Caroline Wadhams, Colin Cookman, 

Brian Katulis and Lawrence Korb 

―U.S. forces should begin repositioning within Afghanistan in January 2011 to reflect a renewed 

emphasis on stability operations in parts of the north and west... By the end of 2012 the U.S. 

military should have no more than 40,000 troops in Afghanistan. The United States should aim 

to reduce its total force to no more than 15,000 troops or less by 2014 at the latest as part of its 

long-term strategic partnership agreement with the Afghan government." [CAP, 11/10] 

 

Center for a New American Security report authored by Andrew Exum and LTG (ret.) 

David Barno 

―Today‘s U.S. force levels of 100,000 would draw down by one-third to one half during this 

phase [by December 2012].‖ [CNAS, 12/10] 

 

Afghanistan Study Group report 
―The Study Group recommends that President Obama firmly stick to his pledge to begin 

withdrawing U.S. forces in the summer of 2011—and earlier if possible. U.S. force levels should 

decline to the minimum level needed to help train Afghan security forces, prevent massive 

human rights atrocities, resist an expansion of Taliban control beyond the Pashtun south, and 

engage in robust counter-terrorism operations as needed. We recommend a decrease to 68,000 

troops by October 2011, and 30,000 by July 2012. These residual force levels should be 

reviewed as to whether they are contributing to our broader strategic objectives in the fall of 

2012 – and if not, withdrawn in full over time.‖ [ASG, 8/10]

http://www.cfr.org/pakistan/us-strategy-pakistan-afghanistan/p23253
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2010/11/pdf/afghanistanleadership.pdf
http://www.cnas.org/files/documents/publications/CNAS_ResponsibleTransition_BarnoExum_2.pdf
http://www.afghanistanstudygroup.org/NewWayForward_report.pdf
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Opinion Leaders 

 

Fareed Zakaria, TIME Magazine Columnist and Host of “Fareed Zakaria GPS” 

―Counter-terrorism is much easier to achieve than taking Afghanistan - which is the third poorest 

country in the world by some measures - and turning it into a functioning, liberal democracy 

with a stable political order, limited corruption and a central government that commands the 

loyalty and legitimacy of its people. That is a very, very difficult task. I would hope that 

President Obama takes from recent events a real recognition that his emphasis on counter-

terrorism was exactly the right one. When the deadline to begin drawing down troops in 

Afghanistan arrives in July, I hope there will be substantial troop withdrawals.‖ [Fareed Zakaria, 

5/10/11] 

 

David Ignatius, Washington Post columnist 

―Today, the United States is allocating about $110 billion annually for the Afghan war, about 

$3.2 billion for military and economic aid to Pakistan, and about $150 million in special 

assistance to help Egypt‘s democratic revolution. In terms of U.S. national interests, those 

spending levels don‘t make sense. The pyramid is upside down. President Obama should seize 

this budget-crisis moment to change national security spending for the next fiscal year. The 

rationale for the shower of cash in Afghanistan is to prevent future attacks by al-Qaeda. But, 

frankly, a successful, democratic Egypt will be a more potent counter to the spread of Islamic 

terrorism than a stable Afghanistan. And a prosperous, democratic Pakistan would be the best 

safeguard of all. This is not an argument for pulling the plug in Afghanistan, especially at the 

start of this year‘s ‗fighting season.‘ The United States should stick to its broad timetable for 

transferring responsibility to the Afghans in 2014. But we should spend less, going forward, as 

we move along the exit ramp. This will mean a smaller military footprint, more use of 

paramilitary forces and more emphasis on diplomacy.‖ [David Ignatius, 4/19/11] 

 

Steve Coll, President of the New America Foundation and Staff Writer for The New 

Yorker 

―Nonetheless, the Obama Administration has understandably concluded that the status quo is 

untenable. The war has devolved into a strategic stalemate: urban Afghan populations enjoy 

reasonable security, millions of schoolgirls are back in class, Al Qaeda cannot operate, and the 

Taliban cannot return to power, yet in the provinces ethnic militias and criminal gangs still 

husband weapons, cadge international funds, and exploit the weak. Neither the United States nor 

the Taliban can achieve its stated aims by arms alone, and the Administration lacks a sure way to 

preserve the gains made while reducing its military presence, as it must, for fiscal, political, and 

many other reasons. If giving peace talks a chance can decrease the violence and shrink the 

Afghan battlefield by twenty or even ten per cent, President Obama will have calculated 

correctly: even a partly successful negotiation might help create political conditions that favor 

the reduction of American forces to a more sustainable level. A Taliban-endorsed ceasefire, to 

build confidence around long-term talks supported by many international governments, might 

also be conceivable.‖ [Steve Coll, 2/28/11] 

 

http://globalpublicsquare.blogs.cnn.com/2011/05/10/zakaria-draw-down-u-s-troops-in-afghanistan/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/time-to-up-the-ante-on-egypt/2011/04/19/AFpk4h7D_story.html
http://www.newyorker.com/talk/comment/2011/02/28/110228taco_talk_coll#ixzz1O2Mnk0is
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Los Angeles Times editorial board 
―President Obama must soon choose whether to order a ‗significant‘ withdrawal of U.S. troops 

from Afghanistan — as he promised — or content himself with a token drawdown. After nearly 

a decade of war and a troop buildup that seems to have produced results, the president should 

abide by his commitment, even if it means overriding his military advisors… A significant 

withdrawal of U.S. forces next month would better balance responsibilities with resources.‖ [LA 

Times, 6/12/11]

http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/la-ed-afghanistan-20110612,0,7537814.story?track=rss
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Military Leaders and Senior Diplomats 

 

Bing West, former Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs and 

former Marine infantryman in Vietnam 

―We need to focus on one overarching goal: Place a reasonably confident Afghan army at the 

front, costing $12 billion per year for the next decade, and replace our combat battalions with a 

U.S. adviser corps of about 25,000. Provide these advisers with incentives (extra pay or 

promotion) to undertake a frustrating job. No strategy is risk-free, either in the stock market or 

on the battlefield. But on balance, it‘s time to begin a quiet withdrawal of our combat units. It‘s 

not our war to fight if the Taliban are not a threat to the U.S.‖ [Bing West, 5/16/11] 

 

Letter from 11 former military officials 

―We agree that the United States has successfully deployed its military and intelligence assets to 

accomplish our stated mission of destroying al Qaeda‘s training camps in Afghanistan and 

degrading the leadership by killing or capturing dozens of significant al Qaeda leaders, 

culminating in the operation that eliminated Osama bin Laden. Furthermore, we do not believe it 

is a top national security interest of our country to utilize our military forces to undertake nation-

building activities in an internal Afghan conflict that stretches back to the 1970s. We 

congratulate you on the successes achieved by our forces, and urge you to begin a substantial and 

responsible redeployment of our forces this summer.‖ [Letter to the President, 6/2/11] 

 

David Miliband, former British Foreign Secretary 

―The theory and practice of counter-insurgency leads everyone to incant the cliché that there is 

no military solution; but it is a cliché because it is true, so it is time that we stopped behaving as 

if there were a military solution and developed a political one.‖ [David Miliband, 3/12/11] 

http://www.nationalreview.com/corner/267360/secretary-gates-rather-optimistic-about-afghanistan-bing-west
http://peaceblog.wordpress.com/2011/06/10/2185/
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/13/opinion/13iht-edmiliband13.html
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Congress 

 

Senator John Kerry (D-MA), Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

 ―While the US has genuine national security interests in Afghanistan, our current commitment, 

in troops and dollars, is neither proportional to our interests nor sustainable.‖ Kerry has also said, 

following the death of Osama bin Laden, ―We‘re at a critical moment where we may be able to 

transition at a greater speed.‖ [John Kerry via Financial Times, 6/14/11; via NY Times, 5/15/11] 

 

Bipartisan letter from twenty-seven Senators 

―Instead of continuing to be embroiled in ancient local and regional conflicts in Afghanistan, we 

must accelerate the transfer of responsibility for Afghanistan's development to the Afghan people 

and their government. We should maintain our capacity to eliminate any new terrorist threats, 

continue to train the Afghan National Security Forces, and maintain our diplomatic and 

humanitarian efforts. However, these objectives do not require the presence of over 100,000 

American troops engaged in intensive combat operations.‖ [Senators Letter via FT, 6/14/11] 

 

Senator Richard Lugar (R-IN), Ranking Member on the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee 

"With Al Qaeda largely displaced from the country, but franchised in other locations, 

Afghanistan does not carry a strategic value that justifies 100,000 American troops and a $100 

billion per year cost, especially given current fiscal restraints." [Richard Lugar, 5/24/11] 

 

Senator Carl Levin (D-MI), Chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee 

Politico‘s Josh Gerstein reports that, “Senate Armed Services Committee Chairman Carl Levin, 

who has long been one of the most stalwart supporters of President Barack Obama's policy in 

Afghanistan, is letting the White House know he expects the U.S. to withdraw a substantial 

number of troops from Afghanistan this year. ‗The president said on April 15th that he planned a 

significant reduction in our troop levels in Afghanistan, and I hope he sticks to that,‘ Levin said 

through a spokeswoman Wednesday. ‗To be significant, I believe it should be a reduction of at 

least 15,000 troops by the end of the year, and it should include both combat and support 

troops.‘‖ [Politico, 6/8/11] 

 

Senator Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) 

"While exact combat troop withdrawal numbers should be decided solely by our military 

commanders on the ground, let me be clear -- I want to see more troops rather than less, return 

sooner rather than later... I will urge for an aggressive drawdown of combat troops as rapidly as 

feasible... To ensure we have a firm completion date, which is essential to creating a sense of 

urgency for Afghan leaders to take security into their own hands, I have written to Secretary 

Clinton and Secretary Gates requesting the negotiation of a Strategic Redeployment Agreement 

with Afghanistan that includes a date certain for full combat troop withdrawal.‖ [Kirsten 

Gillibrand, 5/21/11] 

 

Senator Barbara Boxer (D-CA) 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/51bf1f8c-96cf-11e0-aed7-00144feab49a.html?ftcamp=rss#axzz1PMIsHAOX
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/16/world/asia/16afghanistan.html
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/51bf1f8c-96cf-11e0-aed7-00144feab49a.html?ftcamp=rss#axzz1PMIsHAOX
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2011/05/24/republicans-press-end-afghan-war-bin-ladens-death/
http://www.politico.com/blogs/joshgerstein/0611/Carl_Levin_wants_15000_US_troops_out_of_Afghanistan_in_2011.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/05/24/kirsten-gillibrand-drawdown-afghanistan_n_866079.html
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―This July, the president should expedite his promised withdrawal of our combat forces. 

Moreover, we should now set an end date for the U.S. deployment there. As quickly as can be 

safely accomplished, American forces should be drawn down to a point where they are sufficient 

only to conduct targeted counter-terrorism operations, train Afghan security forces and protect 

American and coalition personnel.‖ [Barbara Boxer, 5/25/11] 

 

Rep. Norm Dicks (D-WA), Ranking Member of the Defense Appropriation Subcommittee 
―It‘s a serious problem. I just think that there‘s a war fatigue setting in up here, and I think the 

president is going to have to take that into account... We need to start seeing if we can do this a 

little faster... I think the American people would overwhelmingly like to see this brought to a 

conclusion sooner than 2014.‖ [Norm Dicks via Politico, 6/2/11] 
 
“McGovern Amendment‖: Politico reports, ―In the latest sign that support for military 

operations in Afghanistan is waning since the death of Osama bin Laden, the House rejected an 

accelerated U.S. withdrawal in a surprisingly close vote. Twenty-six Republicans voted for the 

amendment from Jim McGovern (D-Mass.) as it failed, 204-215. The measure would have 

required a plan and timeframe leading toward a U.S. withdrawal and negotiations with the 

Taliban to seek a political solution to the decade-old war.‖ [Politico, 5/26/11] 

 

http://articles.latimes.com/2011/may/27/opinion/la-oe-boxer-afghanistan-20110527
http://www.politico.com/news/stories/0611/56158.html#ixzz1PMGgrpwy
http://www.politico.com/news/stories/0511/55792.html
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Public Opinion 
 

Experts’ analyses are bolstered by public support.  

 

CBS News poll 

As attention turns to drawing down the number of U.S. troops in Afghanistan, 64% of Americans 

think the number of U.S. troops in Afghanistan should be decreased -- something the Obama 

administration has scheduled to begin next month. The percentage of Americans that thinks the 

number of U.S. troops in Afghanistan should be decreased has risen 16 percentage points since 

last month to 64% -- a record number in the CBS News Poll.‖ [CBS News, 6/8/11] 

 

Washington Post-ABC News Poll 

The Washington Post's Scott Wilson writes that "nearly three in four Americans say the 

administration should remove a ‗substantial number' of troops from Afghanistan this summer, 

although fewer than half of those polled think the government will do so." The poll also found 

that, "The number of Americans who say the war in Afghanistan is worth fighting has increased 

for the first time since President Obama announced at the end of 2009 that he would boost troop 

levels... 43 percent of Americans say the war is worth fighting, compared with 31 percent in 

March... But a majority of Americans still say the war, which is in its 10th year, is not worth 

fighting, despite the killing last month of Osama bin Laden by U.S. forces in Pakistan." 

[Washington Post, 5/7/11] 

 

USA Today/Gallup Poll 

Just after the death of Osama bin Laden USA Today/Gallup poll found that, ―After the death of 

Osama bin Laden, a slim majority of Americans (51%) now say things are going well for the 

United States in Afghanistan, a four-percentage-point increase from late March. This marks the 

first time in nearly two years that the majority has held this view, and only the second time since 

Gallup began tracking these opinions on the war in 2006. But bin Laden's demise has not 

dramatically transformed Americans' support for the war, which more broadly remains on the 

lower end of what Gallup has measured since the war began in 2001 (War not a mistake = 93% 

in 2002, 58% now). Although a majority says the war was not a mistake, the public seems more 

inclined to end it rather than keep it going. Gallup finds 59% of Americans saying the U.S. ‗has 

accomplished its mission‘ and ‗should bring its troops home,‘ while 36% say the U.S. ‗still has 

important work to do in Afghanistan and should maintain its troops there.‘"[USA Today/Gallup 

Poll, 5/11/11] 

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2011/06/08/politics/main20070229.shtml?tag=contentMain;contentBody
http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/national-security/support-for-afghan-war-rises-poll-shows/2011/06/06/AGRokYKH_story.html
http://www.gallup.com/poll/147488/Americans-Positive-Afghanistan-Bin-Laden-Death.aspx

