
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
FOLLOW THE MONEY: 

 
WHY THE US IS LOSING THE WAR IN 

AFGHANISTAN 

 
 

 

 

 

Draft: September 19, 2008 
 

 

Anthony H. Cordesman 

Arleigh A. Burke Chair in Strategy   
acordesman@gmail.com 

 

mailto:acordesman@gmail.com


Cordesman: Afghanistan: Following the Money                                 9/19/08                                   Page 2 

 
 

Most of the literature on the cost of the Iraq War, Afghan War, and ñwar on terrorismò 

focuses on the burden it places on the federal budget and the US economy. These are 

very real issues, but they also have deflected attention from another key issue: whether 

the war in Afghanistan is being properly funded and being given the resources necessary 

to win. 

 

Figure 1 provides a rough picture of the steady growth in Taliban-HiG-Haqqani and Al 

Qaôida threat activity and the consequent impact on US casualties. It reflects the fact that 

the situation has now deteriorated steadily for more than five years, an assessment the US 

intelligence community has agreed to in its latest analysis of the war. The NATO 

commander in Afghanistan, General David McKiernan has noted that violence was at 

least 30% higher in September 2008 than in September 2007, and was driven by three 

factors:
i
  

 
¶ The insurgents have adapted their tactics to smaller scale IEDS and ambush type attacks- more 

events.  

 

¶ The US and NATO/ISAF have greater presence, and therefore greater contact with the insurgency.   

 

¶ A deteriorating condition in these tribal areas of Pakistan.  More drugs and insurgents are being 

sent over the border. 

 

A new CSIS briefing ï ñLosing The Afghan-Pakistan War? The Rising Threat,ò available 

on the CSIS web site at http://www.csis.org/media/csis/pubs/080917_afghanthreat.pdf  -- 

tells this story in more depth, and how it is reflected in growing Afghan and allied 

casualties. UN and declassified US intelligence maps that show the steady expansion of 

threat influence and the regions that are unsafe for aid workers. Other data show how 

Afghan drug growing has steadily moved south and become a major source of financing 

for the Taliban and other insurgent movements.  

 

Work by Seth G. Jones, a leading Rand analyst, has shown how insurgent groups like the 

Taliban, Haqqani Network, Gulbuddin Hakmayerôs Hezb-i-Islami (HIG); Al Qaôida; and 

affiliated groups in Pakistan have formed three fronts in Northeastern, Southeastern, and 

Southern Afghanistan that are linked by what he calls ña complex adaptive systemò of 

loosely cooperating groups that act as a distributed and constantly adapting network.
ii
 At 

the same time, the UN and other assessments summarized in the CSIS briefing show that 

the Taliban and other groups have steadily expanded there presence and influence in the 

country side, particularly in the many areas where NATO/ISAF and the Afghan 

government cannot provide either security or governance. These now include substantial 

areas in central Afghanistan, in and around the capital, and growing pockets in the north 

and west. 

 

This recovery and expansion did not begin to gather serious momentum until 2003 and 

did not seriously threaten the Afghan government and US-NATO-ISAF forces until 2005. 

The US had several critical years in which to provide the resources necessary to deter and 

http://www.csis.org/media/csis/pubs/080917_afghanthreat.pdf
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defeat it. Instead of acting decisively and effectively, however, the US failed to provide 

the necessary resources ï a situation that the Chairman of the Joint Chief made clear 

continues to this day in his testimony to the House Armed Services Committee on 

September 10, 2008. :
iii

 

 
é the Chiefs and I recommended the deployment of a Marine Battalion to Afghanistan this fall 

and the arrival of another Army brigade early next year.   These forces, by themselves, will not 

adequately meet General McKiernanôs desire for up to three brigades, but they are a good start.   I 

judge the risk of not sending them too great a risk right now to ignore.  

 

If a nation chooses to fight a war, it has to pay enough to win it. A look at the reporting 

on the overall cost of the Afghan War shows that the US has failed to commit anything 

like the resources it committed to the war in Iraq. The US has been slow to commit the 

resources required and has never adequately funded the conflict. The US failed to provide 

substantial funds early in the war, when national building and stability operations might 

well have stopped to resurgence of the Taliban and growth of the insurgency, and then 

reacted to the growth of the threat with inadequate resources and funding of the US 

military, US aid and diplomacy, and Afghan force development efforts. 

 

The end result is a consistent failure to provide the resources to allow the US and 

NATO/ISAF to seize the initiative, and defeat the insurgency. It is also a legacy of 

underfunding that has progressively increased the length and total cost of the war in 

human lives, the wounded, and dollars.   

 

This will be a major challenge to the next President. The problem is not simply US troop 

levels. It is dealing with a failure to create anything like an effective overall strategy to 

fight the war, if strategy is defined as a requiring a practical plan to implement and the 

resources to act. 
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Figure 1: The Rising Threat the US failed to Respond To 

 

UN Estimate of the Growth in the Number of Security Incidents: 2003-2008 

 

 

United Nations, Office on Drugs and Crime, ñAfghanistan Opium Survey 2008,ò 

Executive Summary, August 2008, p. 19 

 

 

1

Total US Casualties
By Month, 2001-2008

Source: Defense Manpow er Data Center, Statistical Information Analysis Division

Note: Killed in action includes died of w ounds, Accidents includes other deaths

 Source: United Nations, Office on Drugs and Crime, ñAfghanistan Opium Survey 2008,ò Executive Summary, August 2008, p. 19 

 

 


