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ASSESSING THE AFGHAN CAMPAIGN

THROUGHOUT most of the twentieth century, the U.S. armed forces
were seen as an overmuscled giant, able to win wars through brute
strength but often lacking in daring and cleverness. This basic strategy
worked during the two world wars, making the United States relatively
tough to challenge. But it failed in Vietnam, produced mediocre results
in Korea, and worked in the Persian Gulf War largely because the
terrain was ideally suited to American strengths.

What a difference a new century makes. Operation Enduring
Freedom has been, for the most part, a masterpiece of military creativity
and finesse. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, U.S. Central
Command (cenTcom) head General Tommy Franks, and Director
of Central Intelligence George Tenet devised a plan for using limited
but well-chosen types of American power in conjunction with the
Afghan opposition to defeat the Taliban and al Qaeda. Secretary of
State Colin Powell helped persuade Pakistan to sever its ties with
the Taliban, work with Afghanistan’s Northern Alliance, provide the
bases and overflight rights needed by U.S. forces, and contribute to
the general war effort. Besides pushing his national security team
to develop an innovative and decisive war-fighting strategy, President
George W. Bush rallied the American people behind the war effort
and established a close relationship with Russian President Vladimir
Putin, making it far easier for the United States to work militarily
in Central Asia. The U.S. effort to overthrow the Taliban deprived
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al Qaeda of its sanctuary within Afghanistan and left its surviving
leaders running for their lives.t

At their peak, the U.S. forces involved in the war effort numbered
no more than 60,000 (about half of which were in the Persian Gulf),
and Western allies added no more than 15,000. But the U.S.-led military
campaign has hardly been small in scale. By the end of January, the
United States had flown about 25,000 sorties in the air campaign and
dropped 18,000 bombs, including 10,000 precision munitions. The
number of U.S. sorties exceeded the number of U.S. sorties flown in
the 1999 Kosovo war, and the United States dropped more smart
bombs on Afghanistan than NaTO dropped on Serbia in 1999. In fact,
the total number of precision munitions expended in Afghanistan
amounted to more than half the number used in Operation Desert
Storm. (In addition, more than 3,000 U.S. and French bombs were
dropped on surviving enemy forces in March during Operation
Anaconda, in which some 1,500 Western forces and 2,000 Afghans
launched a major offensive against about 1,000 enemy troops in the
mountainous region of eastern Afghanistan.)

If the U.S. strategy has had many virtues, however, it has also had
flaws. Most important, it has apparently failed to achieve a key war
goal: capturing or killing Osama bin Laden and other top enemy
leaders. Such hunts are inherently difficult, but the prospects for success
in this case were reduced considerably by U.S. reliance on Pakistani
forces and Afghan militias for sealing off enemy escape routes and
conducting cave-to-cave searches during critical periods. If most al
Qaeda leaders stay at large, the United States and other countries will
remain more vulnerable to terrorism than they would be otherwise—
perhaps significantly so.

But on balance, Operation Enduring Freedom has been very
impressive. It may wind up being more notable in the annals of
American military history than anything since Douglas MacArthur’s
invasion at Inchon in Korea half a century ago. Even Norman
Schwarzkopf’s famous “left hook” around Iraqi forces in Operation
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Desert Storm was less bold; had it been detected, U.S. airpower still
could have protected coalition flanks, and American forces could
have outrun Iraqi troops toward most objectives on the ground. By
contrast, Operation Enduring Freedom’s impressive outcome was far
from preordained. Too much American force (e.g., a protracted and
punishing strategic air campaign or an outright ground invasion)
risked uniting Afghan tribes and militias to fight the outside power,
angering the Arab world, destabilizing Pakistan, and spawning more
terrorists. Too little force, or the wrong kind of force, risked outright
military failure and a worsening of Afghanistan’s humanitarian crisis—
especially given the limited capabilities of the small militias that made
up the anti-Taliban coalition.

ZEROING IN

BeGINNING on October 7, Afghans, Americans, and coalition partners
cooperated to produce a remarkable military victory in Afghanistan.
The winning elements included 15,000 Northern Alliance fighters
(primarily from the Tajik and Uzbek ethnic groups), 100 combat sorties
a day by U.S. planes, 300—500 Western special operations forces
and intelligence operatives, a few thousand Western ground forces, and
thousands of Pashtun soldiers in southern Afghanistan who came
over to the winning side in November. Together they defeated the
Taliban forces, estimated at 50,000 to 60,000 strong, as well as a few
thousand al Qaeda fighters.

Various Western countries, particularly several NaTo allies and
Australia, played important roles as well. A formal NATO role in the war
was neither necessary nor desirable, given the location of the conflict
and the need for a supple and secretive military strategy. Still, NATO
allies stood squarely by America’s side, invoking the alliance’s Article
V mutual-defense clause after September 11, and demonstrated that
commitment by sending five Awacs aircraft to help patrol U.S. air-
space. Forces from the United Kingdom, Australia, France, and Canada
appear to have frequently contributed to the effort in Afghanistan;
torces from Denmark, Norway, and Germany also participated in
Operation Anaconda in March. Allied aircraft flew a total of some
3,000 sorties on relief, reconnaissance, and other missions. As noted,
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France dropped bombs during Operation Anaconda, and the United

Kingdom fired several cruise missiles on the first day of battle as well.
Numerous countries, including the Netherlands, Italy, and Japan,
deployed ships to the Arabian Sea. The cooperation continues today,
as major Western allies constitute the backbone of the un-authorized
stability force in Kabul.

The short war has had several phases. The first began on October 7
and lasted a month; the second ran through November and saw the
Taliban lose control of the country; the third was characterized by
intensive bombing of suspected al Qaeda strongholds in the Tora Bora
mountain and cave complex in December;
The war’s first month the fourth began with the inauguration of

Hamid Karzai as interim prime minister and
had many analyStS continues to date.

worried about the basic During the first part of the war, Taliban
forces lost their large physical assets such as

radar, aircraft, and command-and-control
systems, but they hung on to power in most
regions. Most al Qaeda training camps and headquarters were also
destroyed. Although Taliban forces did not quickly collapse, they were
increasingly isolated in pockets near the major cities. Cut oft from
each other physically, they were unable to resupply or reinforce very
well and had problems communicating eftectively.

In the first week of the war, U.S. aircraft averaged only 25 combat
sorties a day, but they soon upped that total to around 100. (Some
70 Tomahawk cruise missiles were fired in the early going; a total of
about 100 had been used by December.) The United States comparably
increased the number of airlift, refueling, and other support missions.
U.S. air strikes by B-52 and B-1 bombers operating out of Diego Garcia
typically involved six sorties a day; other land-based aircraft, primarily
F-15Es and Ac-130 gunships from Oman, flew about as much. Planes
from the three U.S. aircraft carriers based in the Arabian Sea provided
the rest of the combat punch. Reconnaissance and refueling flights
originated from the Persian Gulf region and Diego Garcia. Some air
support and relief missions also came from, or flew over, Central
Asia, where U.S. Army soldiers from the Tenth Mountain Division
helped protect airfields.

course of the campaign.
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Most air attacks occurred around Afghanistan’s perimeter, because
the rugged central highlands were not a major operating area for the
Taliban or al Qaeda. By the middle of October, most fixed assets
worth striking had already been hit, so combat sorties turned to
targeting Taliban and al Qaeda forces in the field. Aircraft continued
to fly at an altitude of at least 10,000 feet, because the Pentagon was
tearful of antiaircraft artillery, Soviet sa-7 and sa-13 portable antiaircraft
missiles, and some 200—300 Stinger antiaircraft missiles presumed to
be in Taliban or al Qaeda possession. But most precision-guided
weapons are equally effective regardless of their altitude of origin,
provided that good targeting information is available—as it was in
this case, thanks to U.S. troops on the ground.

The first month of the war produced only limited results and had
many defense and strategic analysts worried about the basic course
of the campaign. Some of those critics began, rather intemperately
and unrealistically, to call for a ground invasion; others opposed an
invasion but thought that a substantial intensification of efforts
would prove necessary.

In phase two, beginning in early November, that intensification
occurred. But it was due not so much to an increased number of
airplanes as to an increase in their effectiveness. By then, 8o percent
of U.S. combat sorties could be devoted to directly supporting opposi-
tion forces in the field; by late November, the tally was go percent. In
addition, the deployment of more unmanned aerial vehicles and Joint
Surveillance and Target Attack Radar System (jsTaRrs) aircraft to the
region helped the United States maintain continuous reconnaissance
of enemy forces in many places. Most important, the number of
U.S. special operations forces and ci1a teams working with various
opposition elements increased greatly. In mid-October, only three
special operations “A teams,” each consisting of a dozen personnel, were
in Afghanistan; in mid-November, the tally was 10; by December 8, it
was 17. This change meant the United States could increasingly call
in supplies for the opposition, help it with tactics, and designate
Taliban and al Qaeda targets for U.S. air strikes using global position-
ing system (Gps) technology and laser range finders. The Marine
Corps also began to provide logistical support for these teams as
the war advanced.
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Qaeda fighters from fleeing into Pakistan by deploying American

forces on or near the border. U.S. troops should also have been used in
the pursuit of Mullah Omar and remnants of the Taliban, even though
this mission was less important than the one against al Qaeda leaders.

Admittedly, there were good reasons not to put many Americans in
Afghanistan. First, Washington feared a possible anti-American back-
lash, as Rumsfeld made clear in public comments. Complicating
matters, the United States would have had a hard time getting many
tens of thousands of troops into Afghanistan, since no neighboring
country except Pakistan would have been a viable staging base—and
Pakistan was not willing to play that role.

But even though Rumsfeld’s reasoning was correct in general, it
was wrong for Tora Bora. Putting several thousand U.S. forces in that
mountainous, inland region would have been difficult and dangerous.
Yet given the enormity of the stakes in this war, it would have been
appropriate. Indeed, ceNTcom made preparations for doing so. But
in the end, partly because of logistical challenges but perhaps partly
because of the Pentagon’s aversion to casualties, the idea was dropped. It
is supremely ironic that a tough-on-defense Republican administration
fighting for vital national security interests appeared almost as reluctant
to risk American lives in combat as the Clinton administration had
been in humanitarian missions—at least until Operation Anaconda,
when it may have been largely too late.

Furthermore, local U.S. allies were just not up to the job in Tora Bora.
Pakistan deployed about 4,000 regular army forces along the border it-
self. But they were not always fully committed to the mission, and there
were too few well-equipped troops to prevent al Qaeda and Taliban
fighters from outflanking them, as many hundreds of enemy personnel
appear to have done. Afghan opposition forces were also less than fully
committed, and they were not very proficient in fighting at night.

What would have been needed for the United States to perform this
mission? To close off the 100 to 150 escape routes along the 25-mile stretch
of the Afghan-Pakistani border closest to Tora Bora would have required
perhaps 1,000 to 3,000 American troops. Deploying such a force from
the United States would have required several hundred airlift flights,
followed by ferrying the troops and supplies to frontline positions via
helicopter. According to CENTCOM, a new airfield might have had to be
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created, largely for delivering fuel. Such an operation would have taken
aweek or more. But two Marine Corps units with more than 1,000 per-
sonnel were already in the country in December and were somewhat idle
at that time. If redeployed to Tora Bora, they could have helped prevent
al Qaeda’s escape themselves. They also could have been reinforced over
subsequent days and weeks by Army light forces or more marines, who
could have closed off possible escape routes into the interior of
Afghanistan. Such an effort would not have assured success, but the odds
would have favored the United States.

How much does it matter if bin Laden, al-Zawahiri, and their cohorts
go free? Even with its top leaders presumably alive, al Qaeda is weaker
without its Afghan sanctuary. It has lost training bases, secure meeting
sites, weapons production and storage facilities, and protection from the
host-country government. But as terrorism expert Paul Pillar has
pointed out, the history of violent organizations with charismatic
leaders, such as the Shining Path in Peru and the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (pkx) in Turkey, suggests that they are far stronger with their
leaders than without them. The imprisonment of Abimael Guzman in
1992 and Abdullah Ocalan in 1999 did much to hurt those organizations,
just as the 1995 assassination of Fathi Shikaki of the Palestinian Islamic
Jihad weakened that group significantly. Some groups may survive the
loss of an important leader or become more violent as a result—for
example, Hamas flourished after the Israelis killed “the Engineer” Yahya
Ayyash in 1996. But even they may have a hard time coming up with
new tactics and concepts of operations after such a loss.

It bin Laden, al-Zawahiri, and other top al Qaeda leaders continue
to evade capture, they may have to spend the rest of their lives on the
run. And their access to finances may be sharply curtailed. But they
could still inspire followers and design future terrorist attacks. If suc-
cesstul, their escape would be a major setback.

EVOLUTION IN MILITARY AFFAIRS

EvEN THOUGH advocates of the famous “revolution in military
affairs” have generally felt frustrated over the past decade, a number of
important military innovations appeared in Operation Enduring
Freedom. They may not be as revolutionary as blitzkrieg, aircraft-carrier
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war, and nuclear weapons, but they are impressive nonetheless.
Advocates of radical change have tended to underestimate the degree
to which the U.S. military can and does innovate even without
dramatic transformation.

Several developments were particularly notable. First, there was
the widespread deployment of special operations forces with laser
rangefinders and GPs devices to call in extremely precise air strikes.
Ground spotters have appeared in the annals of warfare for as long as
airplanes themselves, but this was the first time they were frequently
able to provide targeting information accurate to within several meters
and do so quickly.

Second, U.S. reconnaissance capabilities showed real improvement.
Unmanned aerial vehicles (vavs), together with imaging satellites
and JsTARs, maintained frequent surveillance of much of the battle-
field and continuous coverage of certain specific sites—providing a
capability that General Myers described as “persistence.”

Also notable were advances in battlefield communications. The
networks established between uAvs, satellites, combat aircraft, and
command centers were faster than in any previous war, making
“persistence” even more valuable. The networks were not always
fast enough, especially when the political leadership needed to inter-
cede in specific targeting decisions. Nor were they available for all
combat aircraft in the theater; for example, the Air Force’s “Link 16”
data links are not yet installed on many strike aircraft. But they did
often reduce the time between detecting a target and destroying it
to less than 20 minutes.

Perhaps most historic was the use of cia-owned Predator uavs to
drop weapons on ground targets. Aside from cruise missiles, this was
the first time in warfare that an unmanned aircraft had dropped bombs
in combat, in the form of “Hellfire” air-to-ground missiles. There were
also further milestones in the realm of precision weapons, which for the
first time in major warfare constituted the majority of bombs dropped.
They were dropped from a wide range of aircraft, including carrier-based
jets, ground-based attack aircraft, and B-52 as well as B-1 bombers. The
bombers were used effectively as close-air support platforms, loitering
over the battlefield for hours until targets could be identified. They
delivered about 70 percent of the war’s total ordnance.
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In addition to the laser-guided bomb, the weapon of choice for the
United States quickly became the joint direct attack munition
(j)pam). First used in Kosovo, it is a one-ton iron bomb furnished
with a $20,000 kit that helps steer it to within 10 to 15 meters of its
target using GPs and inertial guidance. It is not quite as accurate as a
laser-guided bomb but is much more resistant to the effects of
weather. In the Kosovo war, only the B-2 could deliver it, but now the
JDAM can be dropped by most U.S. attack aircraft. By the end of
January, the United States had dropped more than 4,000 laser-guided
bombs and more than 4,000 jpAMs as well.

Other ordnance was also important. Up to 1,000 cluster bombs
were used, with accuracy of about 30 meters once outfitted with a
wind-correcting mechanism. Although controversial because of their
dud rate, cluster bombs were devastating against Taliban and al
Qaeda troops unlucky enough to be caught in the open. A number of
special-purpose munitions were used in smaller numbers, including
cave-busting munitions equipped with nickel-cobalt steel-alloy tips
and special software; these could penetrate up to 10 feet of rock or
100 feet of soil.

The ability to deliver most U.S. combat punch from the air kept
the costs of war relatively modest. Through January 8, the total had
reached $3.8 billion, while the military costs of homeland security
efforts in the United States had reached $2.6 billion. The bills in
Afghanistan included $1.9 billion for deploying troops, $400 million
for munitions, $400 million for replacing damaged or destroyed
equipment, and about $1 billion for fuel and other operating costs.

LESSONS FOR THE FUTURE

WHAT BROAD LESSONS emerge from this conflict? First, military
progress does not always depend on highly expensive weapons platforms.
Many important contemporary trends in military technology and
tactics concern information networks and munitions more than aircraft,
ships, and ground vehicles. To take an extreme example, B-52 bombers
with JpAM were more useful in Operation Enduring Freedom than
were the stealthy B-2s. Second, human skills remain important in war,
as demonstrated best by the performance of special operations forces
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and c1a personnel. The basic infantry skills, foreign language abilities,
competence and care in using and maintaining equipment, and physical
and mental toughness of U.S. troops contributed to victory every bit
as much as did high-tech weaponry.

Third, military mobility and deployability should continue to be im-
proved. The Marine Corps did execute an impressive ship-to-objective
maneuver, forgoing the usual ship-to-shore operation and moving
400 miles inland directly. But most parts of the Army still cannot move
so quickly and smoothly. Part of the solution may be the Army’s
long-term plans for new and lighter combat equipment. (The Marine
Corps’ v-22 Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft may be useful, too, at least in
modest numbers and once proven safe.) But the Army could also
emulate the Marine Corps’ organization, training, and logistics where

possible—and soon. The task is hardly hope-

less; Army forces were tactically quite mobile
and impressive in Operation Anaconda. .

Finally, the war showed that more joint- PTOPOSCS replﬂCIHg
service experimentation and innovation are  most combat systems
highly desirable, given that the synergies
between special operations forces on the
ground and Air Force and Navy aircraftin - gbout twice as much.
the skies were perhaps the most important
keys to victory.

How do these lessons match up with the Bush administration’s

Quadrennial Defense Review of September 30, 2001, and its long-term
budget plan of February 4, 2002? The administration has basically
preserved the force structure and weapons modernization plan that it
inherited from the Clinton administration, added missile defense and
one or two other priorities—and thrown very large sums of money into
the budget. The Bush administration envisions a national security budget
(Pentagon spending plus nuclear weapons budgets for the Department
of Energy) that will grow to $396 billion in 2003 and $470 billion in 2007.
(It was $300 billion when Bush took office and is $350 billion in 2002.)
The war on terrorism cannot explain this growth; its annual costs are
currently expected to be less than $10 billion after 2003. That $470 bil-
lion figure for 2007 is a whopping $100 billion more than the Clinton
administration envisioned for the same year in its last budget plan.

The administration

with ones costing
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For many critics who tend to focus on weapons procurement, the
problem with Bush’s plan is that it protects the traditional weapons
priorities of the military services without seeking a radical enough
transformation of the U.S. armed forces. But this common criticism
is only half right. The Bush administration has an aggressive program
tor so-called defense transformation, principally in research, develop-
ment, and experimentation, where it envisions spending an additional
$100 billion between 2002 and 2007. If anything, these plans are slightly
too generous and ambitious.

In fact, the problem is the traditional one: the unwillingness to set
priorities and to challenge the military services to do so as well, especially
in the procurement accounts. Despite the lack of a superpower rival,
the administration proposes replacing most major combat systems
with systems often costing twice as much, and doing so throughout
the force structure. This plan would drive up the procurement budget
to $99 billion by 2007 from its present level of $60 billion.

A more prudent modernization agenda would begin by canceling
atleast one or two major weapons, such as the Army’s Crusader artillery
system. But the more important change in philosophy would be to
modernize more selectively in general. Only a modest fraction of the
armed forces need to be equipped with the most sophisticated and
expensive weaponry. That high-end or “silver bullet” force would be
a hedge against possible developments such as a rapidly modernizing
Chinese military. The rest of the force should be equipped primarily
with relatively inexpensive, but highly capable, existing weaponry
carrying better sensors, munitions, computers, and communications
systems. For example, rather than purchase 3,000 joint-strike
fighters, the military would buy only 1,000 of those and then add
aircraft such as new r-16 Block 60 fighters to fill out its force structure.

Other parts of the proposed Bush plan deserve scrutiny, too. After
several successive years of increases, military pay is now in fairly good
shape. In most cases, compensation is no longer poor by comparison
with private-sector employment; as such, the administration’s
plans for further large increases go too far. The proposed research
and development budgets, meanwhile, exceed the already hefty
increases promised by Bush during his presidential campaign; given
that research and development were not severely cut during the 199os,
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such growth seems excessive now. Finally, the Pentagon needs to reform
the way it provides basic services such as military health care, housing,
and various base operations. Unfortunately, if budgets get too big,
the Pentagon’s incentives to look for efficiencies often weaken. On
balance, the planned increases in defense spending are roughly twice
as much as necessary for the years ahead.

A final assessment of Operation Enduring Freedom depends on
whether bin Laden and his top lieutenants have escaped Afghanistan.
It could be a while before anyone knows; indeed, Rumsfeld has
speculated that U.S. troops could remain in Afghanistan into 2003.
A verdict will also have to await a better sense of where Afghanistan
is headed. Whatever the stability of the post-Taliban government, it is
doubtful that the Taliban and al Qaeda will ever control large swaths
of the country again. But if pockets of terrorists remain in the country,
or if Afghanistan again descends into civil war, the victory will be
incomplete. In the former case, Afghanistan could still be an important
it diminished asset for al Qaeda; in the latter, the U.S. image
throughout the Islamic world may take another blow as critics find
more fuel for their claims that Americans care little about the fate of
Muslim peoples.

To prevent such outcomes, Washington needs to work hard with
other donors to make reconstruction and aid programs succeed in
Afghanistan. The Bush administration also needs to rethink its
policy on peacekeeping. Its current unwillingness to contribute to a
stability force for Afghanistan is a major mistake that U.S. allies may
not be able to redress entirely on their own. A force of 20,000 to
30,000 troops is clearly needed for the country as a whole; several
thousand troops in Kabul will probably not suffice.

That said, the situation in Afghanistan has improved enormously
since October 7—and so has U.S. security. The Afghan resistance, the
Bush administration, its international coalition partners, the U.S. armed
forces, and the c1a have accomplished what will likely be remembered
as one of the greater military successes of the twenty-first century.&
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