
With President Obama’s announcement of the 
accelerated schedule of withdrawal of the  
US-NATO forces from Afghanistan, a key factor 
for analysis is the state of readiness of the  
Afghan National Army (ANA) to take over and step into 
the breach. Is it prepared to undertake stand alone 
operations in the post withdrawal scenario? It is 
so far a largely straight-legged infantry force. 
Pakistan has been insisting that it should 
have no armour and artillery and India 
should have no role whatsoever in its 
raising or training. The writer points 
out that in 2009 only 34 units of the 
ANA were deemed fit to operate 
in a stand alone mode. A very 
perceptive evaluation of the 
current state of readiness 
of the ANA which does 
raise question marks 
over the pace of 
the current troop 
draw down.
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As the US President made his speech on 22 June 2011 stating the timeline of 
withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan, voices have become stronger on 
the issue of transfer of authority to Afghan National Security Forces and the 

‘Afghanisation’ of war. In 2009, Afghanistan’s former foreign minister, Rangeen Dadfar 
Spanta had stated that investment in the army, police and other security entities would be a 

precondition of Afghanisation of the security sector in the country.

At this stage, it is important to undertake an objective assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of 
the Afghan National Army (ANA). It is also essential to valuate if the force is presently efficient enough 

to enable the process of withdrawal and duly replace the coalition forces successfully. Before assessing any 
performance of the ANA, it needs to be realised that the present army was created only nine years ago and 

should not be expected to perform as other armies in the subcontinent that have been in existence for numerous 
decades. Undoubtedly, it is the Afghan military that remains indispensible for stabilising Afghanistan in the long 

run. However, there are structural flaws that retard the military’s ability to perform independently without the 
international backers. 
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Ethnic imbalance

While the numbers of the ANA 
troops swell up every year (as of 
March 2011, the ANA had 1,59,000 
troops) there are serious problems in 
terms of quality of the force. A major 
impediment to a successful army is the 
ethnic imbalance in the ANA. There 
are varied statistical breakdown of the 
ethnicities in ANA and some numbers 
appear to be pregnant with falsity. 
According to a Crisis Group report, 
42.6 per cent of the army represents 
the Pashtuns, while Tajiks represent 

40.98 per cent. Hazaras comprise 
of 7.68 per cent, Uzbeks remain at  
4.05 per cent and other minorities 
remain underrepresented, comprising 
of only 4.68 per cent of the force. The 
Pashtun presence is maximum owing 
to their proportion to the overall 
population; however, Tajiks largely 
dominate the officers and NCO ranks. 
An illustration of the imbalance is in 
Zabul, where the population is almost 
95 per cent Pashtun, but ironically 70 
per cent of the officers in the province 
are Tajiks. The ethnic imbalance is 
a source of factionalism because of 

contesting communities, diluting any 
possibility of a truly ‘national’ army. 
It also poses serious problems for the 
policy of winning hearts and minds 
(WHAM) of the people.

The other most highlighted weakness 
of the ANA is the logistics system. This 
weakness crops up from the conscious 
decision of the coalition forces to build 
an infantry-centric army. In order to 
cover up for the inadequate numbers 
of combat forces previously, the 
international community focused on 
building the fighting force and initiated 
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their interest in the logistics system 
only in 2008. Considering that it would 
take many more years to put a strong 
indigenous logistics system, ANA would 
continue to rely on NATO Training  
Mission-Afghanistan (NTM-A)/ 
Combined Security Transition 
Command-Afghanistan (CSTC-A) 
for their fielding and sustainment 
requirements. Additionally, NTM-A/
CSTC-A have averred that poor 
logistical system and supply chains 
have resulted in operational paralysis. 
It would be imprudent to continue to 
ignore the area of logistics system, as 
it would affect the ANA’s performance 
and would be inadequate to support 
the growing numbers, making 
it increasingly dependent on its 
international supporters.

Attrition

Apart from the above stated issues, 
lack of training and high attrition 
rates are also sources of concern 
when assessing the capacity building 
of the ANA. As reported by Time, 
Lt Gen William Caldwell, commander 
of NATO’s training mission in 
Afghanistan stated that even though 
1,10,000 men were recruited in 2010, 
high attrition rates led to a total 
increase in manpower by only 70,000 
men. Also, these rates make it tougher 
for the international forces to transform 
a recruit into a leader. Due to lack 
of leadership, poor salaries and bad 
working conditions, there are numerous 
cases of soldiers going (AWOL) absence 
without leave. It is important to note 
that 98 per cent of the soldiers going 
AWOL hail from critical field units with 
intense fighting. The lack of training has 
also been responsible for high casualty 
rates which spread fear and hamper 
the morale of the soldiers, leading to a 
higher degree of attrition. Other issues 
involve lack of discipline, use of hashish 
and heroin, which are cheap and 
readily available. Other problems in the 
serving troops are rampant corruption 
and lethargy, as periodically asserted 
by US and allied soldiers in journalistic 

interviews. These trends disprove the 
claim that the force will be ready to 
handle the responsibility of defending 
the widespread insurgency in the near 
future. Considering the soldiers that 
continue to serve and undergo training, 
illiteracy impeded the desired progress. 
Only 14 per cent of the Afghan army 
is relatively literate. The remaining 
are unable to read maps or road signs 
correctly and are also unable to read 
training manuals. These problems 
restrict their ability to learn beyond 
a certain basic level of soldiering  
skills. 

In 2005, the Combined Security 
Transition Command – Afghanistan 
(CSTC-A) adopted the use of 
“capability milestones” (CM) 
to assess the performance and 
preparedness of the army units and 
their respective departments. The 
levels of assessment range from 
CM1 (fully capable of undertaking 
primary military operations with some 
external support) to CM4 (incapable 
of undertaking primary operational 
missions and competent to conduct 
only certain aspects of the mission 
with external assistance from coalition  
forces). 

According to a Crisis Group report, 
by 2008, only 2 of 105 ANA units 
were rated CM1, 38 needed regular 
international assistance and 65 required 
full international assistance to operate. 
Moreover, speedy expansion has led to 
decline in the operational capabilities 
of fielded units. Statistics show that 
47 units were regarded as capable of 
undertaking independent operations in 
May 2009, but the number plunged to  
44 in September 2009 and fell further 
to 34 units in December 2009. Despite 
ANA’s active involvement in the 
security sphere of the country, the 
predominant role in majority of combat 
operations is played by coalition 
forces. Operations in Afghanistan 
have reflected the difficulties that 
international forces have faced in 
dealing with the Taliban. Expecting 

an embryonic army to handle the 
operation solely in a matter of few years 
is highly idealistic.

Positives

Apart from all the structural and 
operational weaknesses attributed to 
the ANA, one cannot ignore the many 
positive factors inherent in the army. 
US troops have regularly praised the 
Afghan troops for their fierceness, 
valour, ability to spot the IEDs 
before time, thus reducing numerous 
casualties and their ability to identify 
the enemy from ordinary people. The 
linguistic and cultural advantages 
that they enjoy are crucial for WHAM 
and help instill people’s confidence 
in the government. There are reasons 
for optimism with regard to special 
units like the commando battalions 
which are adept and skillful in their  
operations.

In June 2008, post-Kandahar 
prison break incident, almost one 
ANA kandak (battalion) was airlifted 
from Kabul in order to retake some 
villages overrun by the freed Taliban 
fighters. Within a day, ANA units 
restored security in the area along 
with ISAF units. A similar operation 
involving the ANA succeeded in 
October 2008 in Helmand province 
after a Taliban attack on Lashkar Gan, 
when an ANA kandak was airlifted 
to ensure people’s safety against the  
Taliban. 

The ANA also played an important 
role in the February 2010 “Operation 
Moshttarak” in Marjah of Helmand 
province. However, despite the 
deployment of almost 2,000 ANA 
troops in the operation, it was almost 
10,000 coalition forces that took the 
lead in the operation. Furthermore, 
many of the ANA units were partially 
operational, therefore reflecting the 
inadequacy of the force in the current 
times. Recent reports have stated that 
the ANA forces are considered to be 
“in the lead” on more than half of the 

Any hasty draw down of troops without strong planning and execution 
will result in turmoil in the country. This would further jeopardise every 
effort made by the allied forces till date and revert the country to a  
post-Soviet era, thus having serious implications for Afghanistan and the 
regional stability at large
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operations, but it is important to note 
that such operations include tasks like 
patrolling and maintaining presence 
at security checkpoints. Even though 
ANA has improved to a high degree 
in carrying out combat operations 
with support but are not competent 
enough to lead operations and support 
itself in logistical terms. A regrouping 
Taliban makes the task more  
challenging. 

Taliban revival

The recent attack on the 
Intercontinental Hotel in Kabul of  
29 June 2011 is a testament to Taliban’s 
revived strengths and emboldened 
attitude. The attack came within 
a week of Obama’s declaration of 
troop withdrawals and transfer of 
responsibility to local forces. The attack 
was a litmus test for how would the 
Afghan security forces fare in handling 
security without NATO assistance and 
the performance has been regarded as 
dismal by numerous analysts world 
over. As attackers managed to enter 
the hotel, the assault began at 10 pm. 
Reports aver that Afghan forces were 
reluctant to engage the militants and 
few personnel also fled the scene. 
Dozens of ANA soldiers entered the 
hotel at 2 am to evacuate the guests but 
were not very successful. The fight with 
the militants and the chorus of gun 
fires ended only after NATO helicopter 
gunships arrived to provide aerial 
surveillance and cover for Afghan forces 
around 3 am. The incidence speaks 
volumes about the precarious nature 
of security and the preparedness of 
the Afghan forces to handle operations  
independently. 

Airpower has been a major 
contributor to the success of many 
other operations as well in Afghanistan. 
ANA’s reliance on the international 

units for airpower will prove to be 
detrimental in the long run, therefore 
affecting their performance and 
operational capabilities. The goal 
of recruiting 8,000 men and having  
84 fixed wing and 62 rotary wings  
aircraft by 2016 seems to be 
unachievable. The Afghan National 
Army Air Corps by January 2010 
had only 2,800 men and 46 aircraft 
in service. Added to the challenges 
of achieving their goal, it remains 
challenging to fully train pilots within 
a short period. By January 2010, only 
one Afghan pilot had been fully trained 
and graduated from the NTM-A-led 
training programme. 

Adding numbers to the ANA without 
adequate means of sustenance and in 
the absence of a clearly defined model 
of civil-military relations would be 
damaging in the long run. It is common 
knowledge that the government of 
Afghanistan may not be able to sustain 
the security sector independently after 
the exit of international forces. The need 
is to develop the forces in accordance 
to what the government would be 
able to maintain without external 
help. As the international money 
dries up, the security apparatus of the 
country may cripple down having a 
destabilising effect. Any transition 
towards fighting the insurgency 
would require a balance between 
competing priorities and demands 
of the security sector. Additionally, 
for any security force to perform 
efficiently, it is important to achieve a 
basic degree of law capacity. Without 
sufficient rule of law, any transition 
is likely to fail and the ANA may 
become unproductive over a period of  
time.

Looking at a holistic picture, a 
pivotal aspect of any army is the need 
of a comprehensive strategy that is 
formulated with consideration of the 
geopolitical position of the country. For 
the country to embrace stability, ANA 
would have to act as a credible deterrent 
and become self-reliant in the long term. 
Afghanistan has had an acrimonious 
history with Pakistan, specifically due 
to its border issues and Pakistan’s policy 
of employing jihadi proxies as tools 
of foreign policy. Pakistan continues 
to adopt a double-faced attitude 
towards Afghanistan, therefore, the 
ANA would need to be strengthened 
to not only combat the Taliban, but 
also counter Pakistan’s attempts to 

gain strategic depth in the region. It is 
unlikely that the army would be able to 
handle the threat of safe havens along 
the porous Afghan-Pak border, without 
any external assistance like intelligence 
and operational support. The aim 
should be to formulate a strategy 
and develop the force according 
to the strategic framework. The 
regional compulsions would obstruct 
ANA’s ability to respond to threats 
independently within the timeframe  
specified.

Regional stability

Finally, a gradual transformation 
that does not hamper the basic security 
fabric of Afghanistan is the need of the 
hour. Any hasty draw down of troops 
without strong planning and execution 
will result in turmoil in the country. 
This would further jeopardise every 
effort made by the allied forces till date 
and revert the country to a post-Soviet 
era, thus having serious implications 
for Afghanistan and the regional 
stability at large.

Right sizing the ANA would also 
be a critical facet. Current plans are to 
bring the ANA to an overall strength 
of 1,71,000 by this year end. However 
given the size of the country and the 
strength of the opposing Taliban, this 
force sizing is wholly inadequate. It 
may be recalled that the Afghan army 
left behind by the Soviets in 1989 was 
5,50,000 strong. This had fought well 
and held off the Mujahideen for three 
years after the Soviet withdrawal. 
It fell only once Gorbachev stopped 
paying this army. The Pakistan Army 
Chief Gen Kayani has been insisting 
that the ANA must not be raised to a 
level where it can pose any threat to 
Pakistan. As such he has insisted with 
the Americans that the ANA be kept 
low in numerical terms and it be only 
a straight legged infantry force with no 
tanks and artillery and only a miniscule 
air corps. Pakistan therefore wants to 
dictate the size and composition of the 
Afghan army that Afghanistan will be 
allowed to have. This is an amazing 
situation and turns Afghanistan 
into a virtual colony of Pakistan 
and seriously infringes upon its  
sovereignty.  

The writer is an Associate Fellow at the 
Centre for Land Warfare Studies (CLAWS), 
New Delhi, India.
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