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IntroduCtIon

The ongoing state-building effort in Afghanistan is the least well-financed and, in 
terms of the sheer number of international troops present in the country, militarily 
one of the least supported of such efforts since the end of the Cold War.

With regards to aid, even with the seemingly high absolute overall figures for sums 
disbursed, it has to be kept in mind that a significant part of the money in question doesn’t 
actually remain in Afghanistan, as it is spent on, for instance, first-world salaries for aid 
contractors’ employees. Per capita indicators, however, reveal even less of a rosy picture. 
According to calculations by an oft-cited source, in the pivotal first two years of state-
building in Afghanistan, the country received USD 57 of per capita assistance. In the 
corresponding period, Bosnia had received USD 679, East Timor USD 233, and Haiti 
USD 77, of aid per head.1 Similarly, the level of international military presence shows a 
relative under-resourcing of the state-building effort. The most illustrative of this may be to 
compare Iraq and Afghanistan in this respect. While the latter is the greater and the more 
populous of the two countries, in Iraq the U.S. military alone has about 168,000 soldiers 
currently deployed, while in Afghanistan the international troop presence (ISAF and 
Operation Enduring Freedom forces together) is only at above 60,000. Therefore even if one 
were to accept the otherwise erroneous tendency of the media to talk about Afghanistan’s 
becoming increasingly similar to Iraq, one would have to see how that is tied to the issue of 
the distribution of the available resources between the two in the first place.2

There are about three years remaining for the objectives laid down in the 2006 
Afghanistan Compact33 to be realised. We may, under certain conditions, grant ourselves 
some extra time if necessary, of course. But with only so much time before the official 
final date for meeting crucial benchmarks, it is perhaps worth the effort to look at why the 
mission in Afghanistan currently isn’t unambiguously headed towards success. Why is it 
that we may rather describe it at the moment as crisis management of a kind rather than 
state-building? To the end of answering that question, below two case studies, one from 
the south and one from the north of Afghanistan, follow, each ending with its own set of 
normative conclusions regarding ‘how to move forward.’

These contrasting case studies may be useful in putting provincial reconstruction 
activities underway in different parts of the country, as well as the very different contributions 

1 James Dobbins, Seth G. Jones, Keith Crane, Andrew Rathmell, Brett Steele, Richard Teltschik and 
Anga Timilsina: The UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq. Santa Monica, California: 
RAND Corporation, 2005. p. XXII.

2 It is not with an assumption of (endlessly) non-decreasing marginal utility in the case of additional 
troop deployments or aid contributions that we are writing here of an under-resourcing of the state-
building effort in Afghanistan. Nevertheless it is our working hypothesis that more resources are 
necessary at the current stage.

3 The Afghanistan Compact (The London Conference on Afghanistan, London, January 31–Február 1, 
2006). http://www.unama-afg.org/news/_londonConf/_docs/06jan30-AfghanistanCompact-Final.pdf. 
(Last accessed: December 5, 2007.) See especially: ‘Benchmarks and timelines’.
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of different ISAF coalition members, into a comparative analytical framework.

the netherlands’ role In uruzgan

A thorough, methodical characterisation of the Afghan security situation, or more 
exactly that of the diversely varying accessibility of different locales within 
Afghanistan, can be found in the UN Department of Safety and Security’s half 

year security reviews. It’s not to take a stance against the sensitive, nuanced approach 
of this kind or against the need to take into account the subtle differences between the 
various provinces and districts, that one may use the simplification of drawing strong 
contrast between the situation in the north and the south of Afghanistan, taking note of 
how the challenges faced in the southern parts of the country are much tougher. That’s 
because it needs to be kept in focus when analysing and, regarding the exemplary nature 
of the contribution, assessing and appreciating the role played in Afghanistan by the 
Netherlands, a small country with a population of about sixteen and a half million people. 
The Dutch have taken on a leading role in one of the most difficult areas, the southern 
Afghan province of Uruzgan. They took the lead in the ‘reconstruction’ of the province as 
well as in the security operations ongoing there under ISAF (NATO) command.

As to the security situation in southern Afghanistan in general, something of 
fundamental importance has to be remarked to start with. While the indications are that 
the number of insurgents in these areas has increased over the last couple of years, the 
international troop presence has also grown significantly, in the wake of ISAF’s Stage 3 
expansion to these parts of the country back in August, 2006. These changes inevitably 
lead to more clashes and subsequently to more security incidents in the south.

The Background of the Uruzgan Deployment

August, 2006 is only officially the beginning of ISAF’s expanded presence in the 
south. In fact, already prior to that date the Netherlands, too, have already had 
some presence established in their area of operations. There have been preparations 

underway for taking over the Uruzgan Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT), run at the 
time by the U.S. And in April, 2006, a Dutch Deployment Task Force arrived to the 
province to start the construction of a new, large and secure base for the incoming Dutch 
troops, in the vicinity of provincial centre Tarin Kowt. This base, Camp Holland, is the 
current main base for ISAF troops (mostly Dutch and Australian) in Uruzgan.

The Netherlands have taken on the role of the lead nation in Uruzgan at first with a 
mandate lasting from August 1, 2006 for two years, till August 1, 2008. Recently, on 
November 30, 2007, however, following lengthy public, domestic political and internal 
NATO coalition debates, the Dutch government has decided to formally announce plans 
to extend the mission to beyond the end date of the initial mandate period, until 2010, 
even while diminishing its troop presence after mid-2008 in Uruzgan somewhat. At this 
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stage, parliamentary support for the decision seems to have been secured. Notably, one of 
the major arguments considered in favour of the extension was something that Hungary 
cannot ignore, either, regarding the role it has taken on in Baghlan province, i.e. that in 
the Afghanistan Compact, 2010 had been set as the year by the end of which many of the 
most important objectives of the Afghanistan mission, including the principal security 
objectives, should be achieved. Without a stable international commitment of assistance 
up to at least 2010, such aims cannot be realised.

In light of the positive Dutch government decision it might be worth to analyse the 
state of operations underway in Uruzgan. This may offer a revealing picture regarding the 
situation in the wider southern Afghan context as well. Indirectly, from a Hungarian policy 
point of view, studying Uruzgan may be given further relevance by currently circulating 
plans to deploy a Hungarian Operational Mentoring and Liaison Team (OMLT) of twenty 
soldiers to the province. These are plans currently shaping up and hence somewhat 
uncertain. Nevertheless it is clear that the Dutch government has brought its decision to 
extend their mission in Uruzgan expecting, among others’, a contribution from Hungary, 
too, and so this might be worth to keep in mind.

Mention has already been made of the extensive preparations carried out by the 
Netherlands before the start of their (provincial) reconstruction mission in Uruzgan. These 
preparations also included a comprehensive survey of the social context in Uruzgan. The 
latter quite obviously affects the outcome of any operation in the area, from the outcome 
of the most basic humanitarian project to that of security operations. The context analysis, 
with the results of this research, has even been published by the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs on the internet, not lastly in order to facilitate and stimulate commentary 
from social scientists. The study gives a detailed picture of tribal relations in Uruzgan. 
Regarding the highly influential nature of the latter, it’s also quite remarkable that the 
Netherlands have, within the PRT leadership, beside the political, the development and the 
legal advisors (POLAD, DEVAD and LEGAD, respectively) a so-called TRIBAD (tribal 
advisor) as well. Currently that position is filled by Matthijs Toot, a renowned expert of 
Pashtun tribes.

The Uruzgan mission, aiming nominally at post-conflict reconstruction, takes place in 
fact in an environment burdened by multi-layered conflicts. Even with only the challenge 
of the Taliban-led insurgency in mind it may be clear that carrying out any activity, 
whatsoever, of a constructive nature (be it labelled as humanitarian, development, 
construction or reconstruction work) would be difficult enough. But such work has to be 
done in a provincial context burdened with a whole set of other clan, tribal, ethnic and 
other conflicts. It is the insurgency that has the most destructive effect, though, and so 
anything constructive has to take place on what, in the context of the insurgency, can be 
called a 360-degree battlefield. It is regarding the latter factor that an overview and an 
assessment of the strategic response to the insurgency is inevitable in the analysis here.
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The Ink Blot Approach to Counterinsurgency

According to a commonly used distinction, the discourse and practice of 
counterinsurgency has two fundamentally different streams.4 One of the two 
approaches stemming from those different streams of thought is what we could 

call warfare- or enemy-centric counterinsurgency. Because of the fundamental nature of a 
conflict with guerrillas and the so-called combatant identification problem, such an enemy-
centric approach risks killing and maiming a lot of innocent civilians, and, even more 
importantly eventually, an ignorance of such ‘collateral damage’ in the military decision-
making process. That might subsequently lead to the alienation of the local population in 
the insurgency-hit area and contribute to overall defeat in the war. There isn’t necessarily 
an attempt to win the loyalty of the populace, or the only attempt at doing so may be made 
by means of the coercive power of brutal and arbitrarily employed force.

The other, the population-centric school of counterinsurgency doesn’t exclude the 
possibility of fighting (and so neither does it exclude the possibility of civilian casualties). 
In this case, however, counterinsurgency is more policy than military strategy. ‘Policy’ 
here refers to the need for sensitive choices to constantly be made, highlighting that even 
in two neighbouring villages entirely different approaches might yield optimal results, and 
that thus a heightened awareness of the varying cultural and social context is imperative 
in order to melt away the social basis of an insurgency and isolate guerrilla fighters. 
Warfare in this scheme is only one option. It can only have a role if and when it can 
actually contribute to the furtherance of larger political aims.

This concept of a policy, the objective of which is to win hearts and minds, or the souls, 
of the people, has by nature to be as flexible as the human soul itself. To designate some 
sort of rigid framework for thinking about the optimal path to follow in realising it could 
therefore be somewhat mistaken. However, it has to be noted that it still has some sort of 
schematic underpinning in the form of what is called the ‘ink blot strategy.’

In accordance with the latter, the party interested in pacifying a given area establishes 
its presence in such a location first of all where the population is most supportive of its 
efforts, or where an area of key strategic importance can be thus secured. Ideally, this is 
good for two basic reasons. It rewards the supportive segment of the population, and it 
also provides the rational allocation of resources with the establishment of a main base in 
a location where it may be the most secure. That is the so-called ink blot area, where it has 
to be remembered that retaining local support is not something to be taken for granted. 
It takes an effort in terms of projects executed in order to improve the quality of life for 
the local populace and in terms of providing permanent security to preserve the people’s 
confidence in the pacifying forces.

If we imagine the scheme of the ink blot strategy in the form of concentric circles,5 we 

4 See e.g. John A. Nagl: Learning to Eat Soup With a Knife – Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya 
and Vietnam. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005.

5 See p. 62 of David Kilcullen’s presentation, “Counterinsurgency in Iraq: Theory and Practice, 2007”, 
http://www.mcwl.usmc.mil/Counterinsurgency%20in%20Iraq%20theory%20and%20practice2007.
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find, in the area adjacent to the ink blot core, the so-called ‘influence zone.’ There local 
leaders shall be constantly reminded of the potential benefits of joining in support of the 
pacifying forces. They have to see that they may be rewarded for such support by the 
extension of the ink blot core into their areas, bringing along sharing in projects and better 
security. In these areas, in order not to let insurgents undermine the pacifying forces’ 
influence, intrusive control is required in the form of patrols or house searches.

Finally, beyond the zone of influence, in the outlying areas, at the starting point in time, 
the minimal objective is merely to critically disrupt insurgent activities. To hamper their 
supplies and deny them a safe haven, for which role special operations forces may be the 
most eligible perhaps.

This ink blot strategy is the basis for ISAF’s operations in southern Afghanistan. Using 
the central metaphor of the concept, the aim of the latter is to eventually merge all the ink 
blots over the entire area that ISAF’s Regional Command-South is responsible for. In the 
current situation this only appears to be feasible over the span of several years. That is, 
with a best-case scenario of the possible shifts of independent variables6 in mind.

Putting the ink blot strategy in an historical context, since it is usually referred to as 
originating from the colonial era, it should be highlighted that in fact the political objec-
tives of the current mission in Afghanistan by far exceed the objectives that used to by 
typical of colonial ‘small wars.’ Back in the latter’s case ruling a population by dividing it, 
and being able to maintain a permanent presence in a strategically important area, could be 
sufficient. In the case of Afghanistan, the endgame is to provide optimal conditions for the 
central Afghan government to exercise its authority over the entire territory of the state.

Moreover, while there are more ambitious objectives to realise, the set of means 
available is more limited. The often mentioned counterinsurgency campaign waged by 
Great Britain in Malaya (1948–1960) is a better analogy than that of small wars in terms 
of the similarity of political goals (which in the latter case was to lay the foundations of 
an independent Malayan state not falling under the control of a particular political force, 
i.e. communists). But even the Malaya parallel is imperfect for the reason that in fact 
Great Britain enjoyed greater room for manoeuvre there. Ethnic Chinese villagers were 
resettled in so-called ‘New Villages,’ where in some places a system of food rationing was 
introduced and the people were given boiled rice in order not to let them put aside reserves 
for the guerrillas. Contrary to that, in the last couple of months in Afghanistan, a chief 
concern of humanitarian NGOs has been how to supply villages above the snow level with 
enough food for the coming winter months.

Ink Blots in Uruzgan

As far as Uruzgan is concerned, at the moment there are three ink blots in the 
province. Taking into account the special situation of Chora, two plus one might 
be a more accurate formula. The most important ones are in the area of Tarin 

ppt. (Last accessed: December 22, 2007); especially recommended.
6 Such independent variables as, for instance, developments in Pakistan, Iran, or in the north of 

Afghanistan.
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Kowt and Deh Rawod. The latter is another major settlement in the western part of the 
province, in the vicinity of which there is another ISAF base, Camp Hadrian.

Based on the general scheme of the ink blot strategy, an obvious way to assess how its 
execution is proceeding in a military sense is to look at how active the pacifying force is 
in the influence and disruption zones. There is a theoretical possibility, if guerrillas are 
not kept under even pressure in the different provinces as a result of security operations, 
that then they can use those areas, where there’s less pressure put on them, as a sanctuary. 
As safe-havens, where they can regroup and from which they can operate. That may con-
tribute to the situation in one province having a negative security impact on the situation 
in adjacent areas (an instance of ‘negative spill-over effects’ taking place). Notably for the 
analysis here, from the end of 2006 to the spring of 2007, Dutch forces had received some 
criticism from several sources, including from the U.S. military, regarding supposedly not 
being sufficiently active against insurgents in Uruzgan.7

The perhaps not necessarily fortunate communication of the mission by the Dutch 
government might have reinforced that impression through creating the sense of there be-
ing a special Dutch approach as such. A way of conducting operations entirely distinctly 
from that of other lead nations in the south, e.g. Great Britain or Canada, lead nations in the 
provinces of Helmand and Kandahar respectively. The ministers of the Dutch government, 
playing the key roles in the coordination of the Uruzgan mission in the framework of the 
3D approach (which includes a central role for the portfolios of defence, diplomacy and 
development) have often voiced several of the main slogans of the Dutch mission. Those 
may have had a deceiving effect, for instance ones like “we build where we can and we 
fight when we must” or “we’re not there [in Uruzgan] to fight the Taliban but to make 
them irrelevant.” Those slogans, coupled with a common misunderstanding of ISAF’s 
operations may have contributed to false expectations by the Dutch public regarding how 
dangerous the mission was supposed to be. Misunderstandings derive partly also from a 
belief that ISAF’s mission, in general, could be exclusively about ‘reconstruction,’ while it 
would be the distinct role of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) forces to fight. Such mis-
perceptions may have subsequently reinforced a degree of passivity and casualty-aversion 
in the Dutch strategy. It should be added, however, that Canada and Great Britain’s less 
‘soft’ communication of offensive operations may also have provided positive feedback to 
the emergence of misconceptions.

However, such conclusions can only be reached indirectly. What in practice caused 
Dutch forces to have quite visibly fewer casualties, up until the summer of 2007, than 
British and Canadian forces in neighbouring provinces, has to be a complex interplay 
of several factors. Something that could be mentioned as a special element of the Dutch 
approach, as much as there ever had been a distinct one, is how it happened, according 
to some indications, at the Netherlands’ will, that a former Talib politician, Abdul Hakim 
Munib, was appointed Uruzgan’s governor between the spring of 2006 and September, 
2007. In addition, mention may be made of the at times openly declared Dutch readiness 
to have talks with any local leaders. That potentially included even local Talib leaders, 
as much as they can be set aside from the rest of the Taliban movement’s leadership. The 

7 Such criticism is mentioned e.g. in C.J. Chivers: “Dutch Soldiers Stress Restraint in Afghanistan”. 
The New York Times, April 6, 2007.
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Dutch saw such talks as necessary for the sake of stability and peace in the province, and 
thus also in the interest of calm in the ink blot areas. But in fact even the latter feature 
of the Dutch strategy is not altogether unique. For example, Great Britain, too, has in the 
past had to forge compromises with tribal leaders on the one hand, and with Talib leaders 
on the other, as this occurred in the case of British forces’ retreat from the town of Musa 
Qala back in the autumn of 2006.8

Constraining Factors Affecting the Dutch Application of a Common Strategy

If we explain any supposed specialty of the Dutch strategy with casualty-aversion, it can 
be connected to several constraining factors quite clearly affecting the Netherlands’ 
mission in Uruzgan. First of all one could mention the uncertain degree of rather weak 

support for the mission from the Dutch public. That translates, in the context of Dutch 
domestic politics, to the less than complete consensus of the parties making up the current 
Dutch governing coalition, the mixed, left–right, cabinet of PM Jan Peter Balkenende. For 
instance, the Dutch Labour Party (PvdA by its Dutch acronym) would like to see more 
emphasis put on the ‘softer D’ elements of the 3D approach, most notably on development, 
even while that unfortunately may not be a matter of such a simple choice on the ground. 
So the parties of the political right, that are members of the governing coalition and in 
general more clearly supportive of the military effort, had to look to secure even some 
external support to the right of the political centre. They were able to get that by agreeing 
to pro-military conditions set in favour of granting additional financial resources for the 
Dutch armed forces.

Here attention has to be drawn to another major constraining factor: the unpleasant 
financial situation of the Dutch military. Without significant additional resources, the 
financing of the Uruzgan mission is rather like a loss for the armed forces–to a degree it still 
is today. Equipment is wearing down faster in Afghanistan than in normal circumstances, 
and the steady supply of spare parts as well as the retention of skilled maintenance 
personnel is causing problems in the operational environment of Uruzgan. Partly, this is 
connected with some of the down-sizing of the Dutch armed forces that has taken place in 
the last couple of years. For example, the Netherlands have sold Leopard tanks to Canada, 
F-16 fighter-bombers to Chile and Jordan, and they have even backed out of purchasing 
30 Tomahawk cruise missiles. The situation has improved slightly recently, as a result of a 
decision that made a special foreign ministry fund accessible to the Ministry of Defence. 
Meanwhile, it has also been declared that the Finance Ministry might grant additional 
financial resources to the armed forces, should the need arise.

The third major constraining factor, and beyond doubt the most important, is the lack of a 
sufficient number of troops on the ground. The Netherlands currently have as many as 1665 
soldiers in Afghanistan out of whom over 1300 serve in Uruzgan. However, only a fraction 
of the latter force, consisting of about 500 soldiers, makes up the really capable fighting 

8 A town, which was later taken by the Taliban in February, 2007 and then taken back from them in 
December, 2007.
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force element of the battle group within Task Force Uruzgan. With that many soldiers it is 
not really feasible to expand the current ink blots, let alone to create new ones.

The Complementary Role of Other Coalition Countries in Uruzgan

The Dutch forces are not alone in Uruzgan province. Most significantly, with regards 
to the furthest outlying areas, or the disruption zones, there are special forces, 
mostly U.S., stationed under an OEF mandate at forward operating bases (FOBs) 

in some remote districts of the province. Then there are the Australians as well, present 
with a Special Forces Task Group under the direct command of ISAF RC-S (Regional 
Command-South), and thus not as an element of Task Force Uruzgan. And Australia has 
also deployed a Reconstruction Task Force (RTF) to the province, made up mostly of 
combat engineers. The RTF is there as an important partner of the Dutch-led PRT. It has 
its own security detachment (the RTF Security Task Group, RTF-STG), and is itself an 
integral part of Task Force Uruzgan.

The role played by Australian forces is notably in something like a symbiotic interplay 
with the one played by the Netherlands. The military strategy in Uruzgan has certainly 
become more pro-active by the summer of 2007, with the Australian contribution of special 
forces, sent specifically to carry out disruption operations in the province. Those became 
operationally ready by the summer.9 That conveniently complemented the adjustments 
the Dutch battle group itself has announced to its strategy already back in April. At the 
time, they declared that from then on the battle group might follow the amoeba concept, 
carrying out patrols independently from the PRT’s activities at times, thus dynamically 
and unexpectedly changing the contours of the Dutch forces’ area of presence.

Another important point of nexus between the Australian and Dutch forces’ efforts is 
the formers’ contribution to ‘reconstruction’ operations through the RTF. The Dutch PRT 
is conducting projects on its own, too, including, just for instance, an alternative livelihood 
program to provide an incentive to farmers to switch from cultivating poppy to other cash 
crops such as saffron. They are involved in building irrigation ditches, or in the training 
of Afghan auxiliary police. Up till the summer of 2007 about 14 million Euros have been 
spent by the Netherlands, through the PRT, on development, which is largely on par with 
the sum spent by the Canadian-led PRT in Kandahar over the same one-year period. To 
this comes added that the Australian RTF itself also carries out development projects. 
For instance, the RTF has a trade training school in Tarin Kowt, teaching young students 
carpentry and plumber courses. They also train combat engineers of the Afghan National 
Army (ANA), they are involved in the construction of a causeway in the vicinity of Tarin 
Kowt, and they are also conducting some smaller-scale, community-based projects, for 
instance building flood defences for villages.10

  9 Australian special forces had, already prior to this, participated in operations in Uruzgan, back in 
2006. They then had something like a break throughout the winter of 2006/2007. The winter period is 
usually calmer in Afghanistan, too. With winter passing, Australian special forces returned to Uruzgan 
in time for the start of the new guerrilla season, in the spring (but they haven’t been operationally 
entirely ready before the summer).

10 See Mick Ryan’s study on the RTF’s activities: “The Other Side of the COIN – Reconstruction 
Operations in Southern Afghanistan”. Australian Army Journal, Vol. 4. No. 2. (2007). pp. 125–143.
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how to move forward In 2008 In the south?

Development projects, relevant in the short and the longer run alike, do take place. 
The main concern is, as mentioned already, that the extension of the current ink 
blot areas is not simply lagging behind expectations, but that with the reduction 

of Dutch troop numbers scarcely made up for by the expected French, Slovakian, Czech, 
Hungarian, and possible other contributions to the mission, prospects may not change for 
the better in the foreseeable future. Instead, hope may only be offered by the building up 
of the ANA. During the course of October and November, a significant number of Afghan 
soldiers from the new 4th Brigade of the ANA have arrived to Uruzgan. It’s their presence 
that may offer a chance that more frequent patrolling in the future may prevent a return 
of insurgents in large numbers e.g. to the crucial Baluchi Pass area. The pass has recently 
been cleared of insurgents in Operation Spin Ghar, which started on October 25 last year. 
Only preventing the return of insurgents there can create an opportunity to decisively win 
the confidence of the population of the pass.

Another lesson of the last year of operations has been that one has to count with the 
possibility of a surprise concentration of forces by insurgents, and therefore local tribal 
allies’ areas cannot be left without a sufficiently deterring international troop presence. 
Such are for instance the areas inhabited by a predominantly Durrani Pashtun population 
around the settlement of Chora.

Perceiving any weakness, the Taliban are ready to try their chances, as they did in the 
case of Chora, in June last year.11 Chora’s situation is special as it is physically sharply 
separated from Tarin Kowt, and the ink blot there, by the Baluchi Pass. The area is 
therefore in a vulnerable position. The Dutch forces only committed to relieving Chora 
and its surroundings from under the pressure of a major Talib offensive in June after some 
hesitation whether or not to give it up rather. The military commander on the ground has 
even had to make the decision to defend Chora independently from the political leadership 
in The Hague, according to claims by some sources.12 This is particularly remarkable given 
how it is known by now that in those villages that the Taliban had managed to occupy 
for a while from inhabitants defending against them, insurgents severely punished some 
local leaders and their relatives to thus deter others similar to them from cooperating with 
ISAF. Regarding such brutality, it has to be noted that the Taliban’s eagerness to punish 
these people stemmed from the fact that a section of their so-called Main Supply Route 

11 The most detailed report made public on events in Chora last summer so far was prepared jointly 
by UNAMA (United Nations Assistance Mission Afghanistan) and AIHRC (Afghan Independent 
Human Rights Commission): “‘IHRC and UNAMA joint investigation into the civilian deaths caused 
by the ISAF operation in response to a Taliban attack in Chora district, Uruzgan, on 16th June 2007’”, 
available at: http://www.rnw.nl/ppp/AIHRCChora.pdf (Last accessed on January 3, 2008).

12 See e.g. David Axe: “Will to Win – Dutch Army slugs it out with Taliban despite political misgivings”. 
Defense Technology International, July–August, 2007, p. 28.
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(from the direction of Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas, the FATA, all the 
way to Helmand province) stretches across the Baluchi Pass. That is why Chora, at the 
north-eastern end of the pass, is, to a degree, a strategic obstacle to them. So while the 
timing of the Taliban’s attack in the area can’t have been foreseen exactly, some kind of 
attack should perhaps have been better expected.

However, in connection with Chora, as well as to add to a balanced assessment of the 
Dutch forces’ performance, it should be mentioned that similarly unfortunate developments 
have taken place in other southern Afghan provinces as well. For instance, so have the 
Taliban taken over Arghandab district in Kandahar province for a brief while, in the wake 
of a key Canadian ally tribal leader’s—mullah Naqib’s—death there. Local security forces 
and the late mullah Naqib’s militia proved weak to defend themselves from the Taliban, 
and Canadian Forces for their part haven’t done enough to prevent a violent intrusion by 
insurgents.

What transpires from this, including from the case of Uruzgan, is that firstly in order 
to be able to expand the ink blot areas, secondly to be able to reinforce local tribal allies’ 
areas with sufficient troop presence, thirdly to enable ISAF to use somewhat less Close 
Air Support (CAS) which unfortunately tends to produce civilian casualties, and fourthly 
to counter the potentially increasing pressure of an insurgency that seems to have a steady 
supply of manpower from areas including Pakistan’s tribal agencies, more international 
troops would be needed. Perhaps even a contribution of several thousand more soldiers, 
deployed without national caveats restricting their role, could make a difference in winning 
the trust of a critical part of the population. In the foreseeable future, such an additional 
deployment of forces can only be expected to come with the build-up of the ANA. In 
the longer run, perhaps a decreasing foreign troop presence in Iraq might free up some 
more troops for Afghanistan. Military operations, including kinetic ones, are clearly a 
necessity at the current stage, to open up, as well as to keep under control, physical space 
for development and state-building in the south.

On the basis of the ink blot strategy’s scheme and taking account of the general features 
of guerrilla warfare, static troop levels negotiated in the bargaining processes of domestic 
political debates and talks with coalition partner countries may simply not correspond 
to the potentially dynamically changing needs on the ground. An illustrative example 
of this may be found in the case of Deh Rawod district in Uruzgan province, where the 
security situation started to quickly deteriorate over the course of the summer in 2007. 
The Netherlands would have needed a relatively small contribution of about 80 soldiers 
from some other country participating in the ISAF coalition. However, since they received 
no such offer, they were eventually forced to send in the additional troops themselves.

This may indicate too much disconnect between the political reality in European 
capitals and the military reality on the ground in Afghanistan. A degree of detachment 
that at times may not allow for quick enough response in reaction to developments.
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the hungarIan role In Baghlan provInCe

A comparison of the Hungarian presence in northern Afghanistan, in terms of its 
complexity and dangerousness, to the Dutch role in the south, on absolute terms, 
will obviously show the former to be much more modest. This, however, doesn’t 

mean that the undertaking is less of a challenge for the government in Budapest. Baghlan 
province is much calmer than Uruzgan. There’s no permanent Taliban presence in the 
area, drugs production is minimal, and the population accepts or supports the central 
Afghan government and ISAF’s presence. The main area of risk is that district of the 
province where Pashtuns live, who are a minority in the north. They had to face much 
loss of status as a result of the latter years’ changes, and expectably it is in their area that 
attacks against the Afghan security forces and the Hungarian PRT are the most common. 
Organised crime and the activities of several warlords are also sources of concern, but the 
groups in question do not threaten the Hungarian mission.

It’s the markedly different security context of northern Afghanistan that makes it 
possible to do without the ink blot strategy for development that is a necessity in the 
south. The international NGOs can freely move around the province and carry out 
development activities on their own. In the ideal case they do so in coordination with each 
other, the Afghan government and ISAF forces. Those activities include education, health 
and agricultural training and capacity building, as well as infrastructure development 
and entrepreneurial support. In a military sense the five PRTs operating in the nine 
northern provinces are involved in what can rather be called a peace mission, and not the 
counterinsurgency-type operations that can be seen in the south. The principal reason for 
that is that the majority of the population of these areas (Tajiks, Uzbeks and Hazaras) sees 
the Taliban’s fall as a victory and so they are rather supportive of the government. And 
just like in Baghlan itself, it is true for the wider northern region as well that the bubble 
spaces of Pashtun presence and the areas of those warlords who became stronger with the 
Taliban’s rule coming to an end, are associated with security risks.

Hungary took over the Baghlan PRT from the ’south-bound’ Netherlands for two years 
originally, from October 1, 2006. The Hungarian government has since then extended 
the initial mandate period with one year. For development projects in the province the 
Budapest government set aside HUF 500 million annually, the use of which resources 
has until recently been coordinated by an inter-ministerial committee (referred to as IC 
from hereon). Up till October, 2007, the IC oversaw the PRT’s activities. The government 
departments participating in this decision-making body were the Prime Minister’s Office 
(presiding over the committee), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), the Ministry of 
Defense (MoD), and, on a case-to-case basis, several other ministries as well.13

13 On Baghlan province, and the development of NATO’s and Hungary’s role there see: Péter Wagner: 
“A NATO és Magyarország szerepvállalása az afganisztáni válságkezelésben”. Külügyi Szemle, Vol. 
6. No. 1. (2007). pp. 95–121.

Péter Marton - Péter Wagner                Contribution to Operations in Afghanistan

January 8, 2008              14



In the year 2007, a number of different ministries shared in the PRT’s framework 
spending. The Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Justice and Law Enforcement (MJLE) 
and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) have all started 
carrying out projects in their competence, while the Ministry of Health (MoH) disbursed 
the financial resources at its disposal through the Ministry of Defense, and the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs through two Hungarian NGOs. The Ministry of Local Government 
and Regional Development and the Ministry of Economy and Transport, while they were 
also allocated some resources, have so far failed to use those. Representatives of MARD 
and MJLE are permanently stationed at the PRT’s base from where they are operating all 
over the province. The Hungarian Inter-church Aid and the Hungarian Baptist Aid, the 
aforementioned two NGOs, in conformity with practice by NGOs elsewhere, maintain an 
office on their own in provincial centre Pul-i-Khumri, and they are running their health, 
education and other projects, focused more on capacity building, from there.

Originally the PRT was made up of about 150 to 170 people, a number that has by 
now grown to above 200. The contingent has even been joined by nine non-Hungarian 
military officers from various East-Central European countries. As the security situation 
deteriorated somewhat, there have been some adjustments made to enhance force protection, 
e.g. the procurement of new, armoured SUVs and the use of bomb-seeking dogs, measures 
that had been previously promised. Although there have been a number of attacks against 
the Hungarian military contingent recently, so far the mission has proceeded without 
killed or critically wounded casualties. The soldiers’ main task is patrolling, in the process 
of which they gain unique and comprehensive oversight over problems and in general over 
what’s happening in all the districts of the province.14

Perhaps the most ignored contributors to the Hungarian mission altogether are the two 
ambassadors of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. One of them is in charge of representing 
Hungary on all sorts of political fora in Kabul, while the other is the political advisor to 
the PRT (POLAD). The POLAD’s exact competences are not widely known, but keeping 
contact with the local organs of government and other political actors, as well as dealing 
with development activities of the PRT, are included among the advisor’s tasks.

The PRT’s Tasks—Different Context, Different Roles

One of the advantages of the PRT concept is actually its elusiveness, which allows 
for PRTs to operate in different ways and sizes, flexibly conforming to the varying 
challenges faced in given areas. In southern Afghanistan PRTs generally include 

more personnel, in the order of 200 to 300 people, they have some civilian (but non-
NGO) presence within them, and they operate with the support of a battle group, with 
an exact definition of the division of roles with the latter. While the battle group has as 
its role to act against the Taliban and other anti-government forces, the PRT has to carry 

14 For an overview of the Hungarian PRT’s development and military activities see: Péter Wagner: 
“Magyarország Afganisztánban: biztonság és fejlesztés Baglán tartományban”. Új Honvédségi 
Szemle, Vol. 3. No. 9. (2007). pp. 2–20.
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out development projects in the wake of so-called kinetic operations, with one of the 
chief aims being to enhance the Afghan government organs’ capacities and authority. 
In northern and central areas of Afghanistan, however, PRTs are able to operate without 
a robust military presence, with a modest civilian component. Moreover, with regards 
to development activities in their respective areas of operation, they are only one of the 
actors, or potentially even actors of merely secondary importance. For, just like in the 
case of other post-conflict environments, the role of providing aid is fulfilled there mainly 
by NGOs.

This is no different in Baghlan province, even if the Hungarian Ministry of Defence, 
having taken on the role of public communicator of Hungary’s mission, at times tended 
to depict the situation otherwise. Declarations suggesting that the Hungarian PRT is 
responsible for the development of the province, or even for protecting all the development 
activities taking place there—as though the Hungarian military would be the guarantor 
of local security somehow—are deceiving. A military unit of 200 personnel cannot 
guarantee security in that sense in a province which has about 700,000 inhabitants and 
geographically only very hardly accessible, outlying areas. And Hungary is of course 
not the sole party involved in development activities in Baghlan, either, as a significant 
number of NGOs are operating in the province—the latter quite clearly do not wish to 
have their security guaranteed by soldiers. Finally, in addition to the NGOs, there are the 
local organs of the Afghan government as well.

The military component of the PRT has, as its role, in our view, to help the Afghan 
government extend its authority, and to contribute to the improvement of security. They 
can do so primarily through restricting warlords’ activities somewhat by their sheer 
presence, and by complementing and strengthening the Afghan security forces’ adequate 
functioning, especially through helping the Afghan National Police and the ANA develop, 
by training and mentoring Afghan forces. All other activities, such as carrying out CIMIC 
projects or the PRT commander’s appearances on local public radio, will function chiefly 
to serve the PRT’s own security. Helping local Afghans can only be a secondary objective 
of those.

Expectations and Contradictions in the Field of Development

It’s mostly in the field of development that there remains ground to be covered. Hungary 
is still quite far in terms of efficiency from the 3D approach that was mentioned in the 
Netherlands’ case. Although the necessary coordination bodies have been set up, in 

order for real, actual, close cooperation to take place, mechanisms are yet to be perfected. 
The period that has passed since the summer of 2006 and since the setting up of the IC, 
can be characterised as a learning phase. This, in itself, is not unique to the Hungarian 
experience, given how even countries quite used to dealing with operations in post-conflict 
situations and with international development cooperation (like the U.S., Canada or Great 
Britain) are also going through such a learning process in Afghanistan.

The crisis management, state-building and development operations ongoing in the 
country are particularly challenging in terms of providing for sufficient cooperation and 
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coordination in the triangle of the military actors, the ministries’ civilian staff and the 
NGOs. Such coordination has to take place between those parties both on the ground and 
in domestic capitals. In Hungary’s case so far it’s only the cooperation between the various 
ministries involved and the military that is functioning. That is given how the narrow, 
confined space on the ground, in which all three components of the 3D approach have to 
be exercised, requires that these parties be in permanent contact with each other. So at 
least that is taking place, because mutual dependence, especially faced with a somewhat 
worsening security situation in the province, is all too obvious for these parties. But even 
this 3D-type cooperation can still be improved. At the meetings of the IC, ministries are 
usually represented not by the most relevant policy experts or desk officers, but by state 
secretaries or heads of departments. Regarding the frequency of meetings, they cannot 
even be said to take place consistently on a monthly basis. Therefore the question arises if 
one can talk about close enough intra-governmental cooperation in this respect.

We think it’s a good sign that the mutual lack of confidence, originally characteristic 
of the relationship between civilian and military actors, is melting away. But it might be 
very illustrative of how yet more of a constant dialogue is necessary among the parties, 
how at a recent conference they still appeared to use widely incompatible vocabularies. 
Military and Ministry of Defense speakers tended to call everyone who is not a soldier a 
‘civilian,’ but in fact tended to restrict the notion of a ‘civilian’ to ministry staff from the 
MFA, MARD or the MoH, not comprehending as belonging within the same category the 
nowadays conventional agents of development, i.e. NGOs’ staff. Meanwhile, NGOs tended 
to refer to themselves exclusively as ‘civilians,’ identifying everyone else as representing 
the state as opposed to being civilian.

It is perhaps not to come as a surprise, however, since all three parties (military, ministry 
and NGO) are new to this sort of situation, and so lack the experience in handling it. For 
the Hungarian military this is the first international mission whereby it enjoys a high 
degree of autonomy in its decisions, but whereby it is also required to coordinate well 
with other actors in carrying out its tasks. The same can be said of ministries’ staff and 
the NGOs. Although they all have valuable experience in their own competences, they 
haven’t previously ever had to operate together, in close coordination, with the country’s 
armed forces. Quite relevantly to this, a disadvantage of Hungary, compared to Western 
European states, is to a degree a lack of the culture of the debate and dialogue, which 
significantly hampers getting to know other parties’ thinking and any learning from each 
others’ mistakes.

Based on discussions with Canadian and Dutch development experts, it seems fair 
enough to say that it’s not unique to Hungary’s case that the military leadership feels 
perfectly competent to deal with development matters. For them this means primarily 
infrastructure development, e.g. digging wells, building a school wall, or repairing the 
roof of a mosque. These are mostly quick-impact projects (QIPs). Their main purpose 
is to ensure the security and the popularity of the military’s mission. Regions where the 
security risk is considered elevated or high tend not to figure on the military’s ‘development 
maps,’ and long-run capacity-building programs that don’t yield instant results, but may 
take years before they bear fruit (and even then not necessarily in a quantifiable sense), 
are largely missing from their repertoire. We are not looking to create here the impression 
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that these CIMIC-type projects are not necessary, but they are only necessary to a degree, 
while at the same time real development projects ought to be prioritised.

More intensive cooperation and a willingness to engage in meaningful interagency 
dialogue could, however, make an important difference. Changes in fact are already 
perceivable in the way NGOs’ initial rigid attitudes are nowadays becoming more flexible, 
in the way the MFA is working on fine-tuning its development concept for the PRT’s 
mission, or from how the military’s PRT teams (currently Hungary has its third team on 
the ground on a usual, six-month period of rotation) appear to perceive their position more 
accurately by now within the provincial ‘division of labour.’

how to move forward from 2008 In the north?

In Baghlan province, just like elsewhere in Afghanistan, a gradual but continued 
deterioration of the security situation seems likely. This doesn’t imply that the situation 
in the north could become similar to what there is in the south. However, the part of 

the population that opted to support the current Afghan government expecting general 
improvements may voice its discontent more in the future, and further deterioration may 
come in those areas where already up till now such discontent has been observable, at least 
in a passive form. There are deeper, structural factors at work here, but perhaps the most 
important concern for the international community should be the limited achievements in 
the field of development, as well as some of the failures in that respect. Lagging behind 
in this area, delivering slower than ordinary Afghans would have expected, is what may 
undermine the support of the population to the Afghan government, and lead to the 
questioning of the latter’s legitimacy.

That’s why it is extremely important even for Hungary to use its resources in such a way as to 
make a real contribution. To use those as efficiently as possible, looking for achieving aims 
not only in a narrow, project-oriented sense, but avoiding adding merely to a patchwork 
of separate projects, and instead making results add up to something of real overall added 
value. It seems obvious that the current development strategy (developing a concept of 
which is the task of the MFA) requires further refining. The distribution of available funding 
to ministries critically lacking experience in efficiently disbursing those for development 
purposes is perhaps not the most effective mechanism to allocate resources.

In this respect, the MFA is currently looking on the one hand to draw in further added 
external financial resources and on the other to concentrate spending on more narrowly 
defined focus areas. Regarding the first endeavour, Greece has, already in 2007, joined in 
support of the Hungarian-led PRT in a passive co-financer role, providing 500,000 euros 
to finance projects (a contribution Greece is expected to repeat in 2008). At the same time, 
the MFA has also applied for funding from the EU’s Provincial Reconstruction Fund. 
However, it may be a source of concern, that while 2007 has already come to an end, there 
has been no light shed on the new development concepts being devised, as of yet.

The institutional background of the PRT’s domestic coordination is certainly set 
to transform. It’s not clear if this is a result of lessons learned, but the IC, which was 
headed so far by the Prime Minister’s Office, and held its sessions mostly on a ministry 
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state secretary level (below the ministerial level), will now form into a government 
committee co-presided by the MFA and the MoD.15 It may not be optimal if indeed the 
level of meetings moved higher in this scheme, for the need to increase the intensity of 
coordination would perhaps require a move in the opposite direction. That may be the 
case even if the changes could also actually be an indication of increased attention from 
the part of the government and the ministerial level. Therefore it could prove beneficial to 
set up a working committee to the meetings of which the different ministry departments 
could delegate their best informed staff members, regardless of formal rank, to let them 
come together with great frequency to share ideas and intensify cooperation. This would 
be a major step in following Western European models of coordination, and in improving 
cooperation in the domestic decision-making circles to thus parallel advancements made 
in this respect on the ground. This could, in no small way, contribute to letting us play a 
more efficient role in Baghlan province in the future.

15 On the basis of the following government decision: 2190/2007 (X. 2.) számú kormányhatározat az 
Egy magyar vezetésű tartományi újjáépítési csoport létesítéséről és működése előkészítéséről szóló 
2115/2006 (VI. 29.) számú kormányhatározat módosításáról.
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