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WHAT SIGAR REVIEWED 

Since 2002, the United States has allocated 
nearly $90 billion in security sector assistance 
to the Afghan National Defense and Security 
Forces (ANDSF), with the goal of developing an 
independent, self-sustaining force capable of 
combating both internal and external threats.  

Yet, in August 2021, the ANDSF collapsed, 
paving the way for the Taliban to re-establish 
control of Afghanistan. The House Oversight 
and Reform and the House Armed Services 
Committees have directed SIGAR to examine 
the factors that contributed to the ANDSF’s 
collapse, including the underlying factors over 
the past 20 years that resulted in the 
underdevelopment of ANDSF military and 
police capabilities. In addition, both 
Committees directed SIGAR to provide an 
accounting of all U.S.-provided equipment to 
the ANDSF and the status of all U.S.-trained 
ANDSF personnel.  

The objectives of this interim evaluation were 
to (1) determine the factors that contributed to 
the ANDSF’s collapse in August 2021; (2) 
assess any underlying factors over the 20-year 
security assistance mission that contributed to 
the underdevelopment of ANDSF capabilities 
and readiness; and (3) account for all U.S.-
provided ANDSF equipment and U.S.-trained 
ANDSF personnel, where possible. 

SIGAR is not making any recommendations in 
this interim report.  

The Department of State declined to comment 
on the report and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development did not have any 
comments.  SIGAR met with the Department of 
Defense on two occasions in which verbal 
comments and documents were provided and 
have been incorporated in the report as 
appropriate. 
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WHAT SIGAR FOUND 

SIGAR found that the single most important factor in the ANDSF’s collapse 
in August 2021 was the U.S. decision to withdraw military forces and 
contractors from Afghanistan through signing the U.S.-Taliban agreement in 
February 2020 under the Trump administration, followed by President 
Biden’s withdrawal announcement in April 2021. Due to the ANDSF’s 
dependency on U.S. military forces, these events destroyed ANDSF morale. 
The ANDSF had long relied on the U.S. military’s presence to protect against 
large-scale ANDSF losses, and Afghan troops saw the United States as a 
means of holding their government accountable for paying their salaries. 
The U.S.-Taliban agreement made it clear that this was no longer the case, 
resulting in a sense of abandonment within the ANDSF and the Afghan 
population. The agreement set in motion a series of events crucial to 
understanding the ANDSF’s collapse.  

First, the United States dramatically reduced a critical force multiplier: U.S. 
airstrikes. In 2017, the Trump administration’s South Asia strategy granted 
the Department of Defense (DOD) additional authorizations to combat the 
Taliban, mostly in the form of airstrikes. In 2019 alone, the United States 
conducted 7,423 airstrikes, the most since at least 2009. As a result, 
senior Afghan officials told SIGAR that the ANDSF was making progress and 
recapturing territory. Limiting airstrikes after the signing of the U.S.-Taliban 
agreement the following year left the ANDSF without a key advantage in 
keeping the Taliban at bay.  

Next, the ANDSF remained reliant on the U.S. military in part because the 
United States designed the ANDSF as a mirror image of U.S. forces. This 
created long-term ANDSF dependencies. The United States created a 
combined arms military structure that required a high degree of 
professional military sophistication and leadership.  The United States also 
created a non-commissioned officer corps which had no foundation in 
Afghanistan military history.  A critical component of the combined arms 
military force structure was the Afghan Air Force (AAF), which was the 
greatest ANDSF advantage over the Taliban. However, the AAF was not 
projected to be self-sufficient until at least 2030. The U.S. decision to 
withdraw on-site contract maintenance from Afghanistan in May 2021 
reduced the availability of operational aircraft and removed maintenance 
instruction at key regional airfields. Further, the ANDSF had stockpiles of 
U.S.-provided weapons and supplies, but did not have the logistics 
capabilities to move these items quickly enough to meet operational 
demands and had to rely on a thinly-stretched Afghan Air Force to do so. As 
a result, ANDSF units complained that they did not have enough 
ammunition, food, water, or other military equipment to sustain military 
engagements against the Taliban. 

Additionally, the Afghan government failed to develop a national security 
strategy and plan for nationwide security following the withdrawal of U.S. 
forces. Instead, former President Ashraf Ghani frequently changed ANDSF 
leaders and appointed loyalists, while marginalizing well-trained ANDSF 
officers aligned with the United States. The constant turnover weakened 
military chains of command, trust, and morale in the ANDSF. Young, well-
trained, educated, and professional ANDSF officers who grew up under U.S. 
tutelage were marginalized and their ties to the U.S. became a liability.  
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Meanwhile, the Taliban’s military campaign exploited the ANDSF’s logistical, tactical, and leadership weaknesses. Direct attacks 
and negotiated surrenders set up a domino effect of one district after another falling to the Taliban. The Taliban’s media 
campaign, magnified by real-time reporting, further undermined the Afghan forces’ determination to fight.  

Other factors also played a role in the ANDSF’s collapse. First, SIGAR found that no one country or agency had ownership of the 
ANDSF development mission. Instead, ownership existed within a NATO-led coalition and with temporary organizations, such as the 
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), Resolute Support, and the Combined Security Transition Command—Afghanistan. All 
of these entities were staffed with a constantly changing rotation of military and civilian advisors. The constant personnel turnover 
impeded continuity and institutional memory. The result was an uncoordinated approach that plagued the entire mission. 

Second, the length of the U.S. commitment was disconnected from a realistic understanding of the time required to build a self-
sustaining security sector—a process that took decades to achieve in South Korea. Constantly changing and politically driven 
milestones for U.S. engagement undermined the its ability to set realistic goals for building a capable and self-sustaining military 
and police force. Further, many of the up-and-coming ANDSF generals had only a decade of experience; most general officers in 
the U.S. military have twice as much. Adapting a decades-long process to an unrealistically short timeline was reminiscent of the 
U.S. experiences in Vietnam  

SIGAR also found that the U.S. military was tasked with balancing competing requirements. For example, battlefield success was 
critical to create the conditions necessary to draw down U.S. combat forces. But because U.S. troops were far more effective at 
fighting, they often led missions or filled critical gaps in missions—providing close air support, airstrikes, medical evacuation, 
logistics, and intelligence gathering—at the expense of the ANDSF gaining experience fighting on its own. As a result, the Afghan 
National Army became overly reliant on borrowed capabilities.  

Third, the United States created more long-term dependencies by providing the ANDSF with advanced military equipment that they 
could not sustain and that required a U.S. military or contractor presence. Additionally, starting in 2005, DOD received 
congressional authorization to implement a pseudo Foreign Military Sales process that removed the Afghan government from any 
formal role in the equipping process. From 2005 on, the United States had sole responsibility for requirements for ANDSF 
equipment, the fulfillment of those requirements, and the payment for items procured.  

Fourth, the United States lacked any real yardstick for measuring the ANDSF’s development. The metrics DOD used were 
inconsistent and unable to measure the development of ANDSF capabilities and capacities over time. Since 2005, the U.S. metrics 
used by the military focused primarily on inputs and outputs, masking performance-degrading factors such as poor leadership and 
corruption. During the U.S. military surge, measurement methods changed five times, making long-term tracking of ANDSF progress 
impossible. Despite the goal of developing a self-sustaining ANDSF, the highest recorded measurement of progress during the U.S. 
military’s transition of security to the ANDSF was “independent with advisors,” a complete disconnect from DOD’s stated objective. 

Fifth, SIGAR found that over the 20-year mission, the Afghan government lacked ownership and access to important Afghan 
systems responsible for tracking ANDSF personnel and equipment. Senior Afghan government officials told SIGAR that despite 
having staff responsible for human resource management and procurement, these staff members did not have the ability to 
independently access and modify accountability systems. To access and manipulate ANDSF data, senior Afghan officials had to 
request readouts from U.S. contractors embedded in the Ministries of Defense and Interior. This lack of trust also manifested in 
the field, where U.S. forces internally planning operations would give ANDSF-partnered units only limited notice of operations, due 
to fears that the ANDSF would leak plans to the Taliban. At times, according to retired General David Barno, ANDSF field units were 
simply “window dressing” to U.S.-led operations.  

SIGAR found that the United States has long struggled to provide an accurate accounting of U.S.-provided equipment and U.S.-
trained ANDSF personnel. Since at least 2009, various U.S. inspectors general have published reports noting these accountability 
shortfalls. In 2020, SIGAR found that DOD did not meet its own oversight requirements for monitoring sensitive equipment 
transferred to the Afghan government and ANDSF, leaving it susceptible to theft and loss. In recent years, SIGAR, the DOD Office of 
Inspector General, and others have found that the U.S.-contracted Afghan Personnel and Pay System (APPS) did not electronically 
interface with other Afghan personnel systems, nor did its internal controls reasonably mitigate the risk of introducing fictitious 
records into the system. SIGAR is currently conducting a follow-up audit into the APPS system and its deficiencies.  

Tracking equipment and personnel was a challenge before the collapse, and has become exponentially harder after the collapse. 
However, SIGAR has accounted for some items and personnel. First, the Taliban is using U.S.-provided ANDSF equipment for its 
own training and operations. As part of its robust propaganda campaign, the Taliban has advertised U.S.-acquired equipment—
including armored vehicles and military aircraft—in videos of military parades and in training videos. Second, the United States was 
able to recover some U.S.-provided aircraft it had access to at the time of the collapse. Some of these aircraft were moved into 
storage in the United States; others have already been repurposed and sent to other countries, such as Ukraine. Further, AAF 
pilots flew several aircraft from Afghanistan to Central Asia when evacuating from northern bases that the Taliban was 
overrunning. Lastly, former ANDSF members have escaped Afghanistan, are in hiding, have been killed, or have joined extremist 
groups in Afghanistan. 
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This interim report responds to directives from the House Armed Services Committee and House Committee on 
Oversight and Reform and its Subcommittee on National Security concerning the collapse of the Afghan 
National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) in August 2021. The objectives of this interim evaluation were 
to (1) determine the factors that contributed to the ANDSF’s collapse; (2) assess any underlying factors over 
the 20-year security sector assistance mission that contributed to the underdevelopment of important ANDSF 
capabilities and readiness; and (3) account for all U.S.-provided ANDSF equipment and U.S.-trained personnel, 
where possible. We plan to issue a final report in fall 2022, which will include our assessment of the relative 
successes and failures of the U.S. mission to reconstruct the ANDSF.  

In accordance with the House Armed Services Committee directive in the National Defense Authorization Act of 
fiscal year 2022, SIGAR briefed members of the committee on the findings of this evaluation in March 2022. 
During the briefings, SIGAR informed the committees that a longer narrative style of the briefing would be 
published.  

We had found six factors that accelerated the ANDSF’s collapse in August 2021. The single most important 
near-term factor in the ANDSF’s collapse was the U.S. decision to withdraw the U.S. military and contractors 
from Afghanistan through the U.S.-Taliban agreement in February 2020, signed under the Trump 
Administration and confirmed by President Biden in an April 2021 address to the nation. Many Afghans 
thought the U.S.-Taliban agreement was an act of bad faith and a signal that the U.S. was handing over 
Afghanistan to the enemy as it rushed to exit the country; its immediate effect was a dramatic loss in ANDSF 
morale. Other factors contributing to the ANDSF’s collapse included the change in the U.S. military’s level of 
support to the ANDSF, the ANDSF never achieving self-sustainment, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani frequently 
changing ANDSF leaders and appointing loyalists, the Afghan government’s failing to take responsibility for 
Afghan security through an implementation of a national security strategy, and the Taliban’s military campaign 
effectively exploiting ANDSF weaknesses. These six factors were intertwined and worked together to end with 
the ANDSF’s collapse. 
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In addition, we had identified nine factors that explain why, after 20 years and nearly $90 billion in U.S. 
security assistance, the ANDSF was ill-prepared to sustain security following a U.S. withdrawal. Specifically, (1) 
no country or agency had complete ownership of the ANDSF development mission, leading to an 
uncoordinated approach; (2) the length of the U.S. commitment was disconnected from the reality of the time 
required to build an entire security sector; (3) the U.S. created long-term dependencies that would require 
significant time to overcome, such as providing the ANDSF with advanced equipment they could not sustain 
and leaving them out of the equipping process; (4) the U.S. military, driven by political deadlines, struggled to 
balance winning battles with letting the ANDSF gain experience by fighting on their own; (5) U.S. metrics 
created to measure the development of the ANDSF were unable to effectively measure ANDSF capabilities; (6) 
Afghan corruption harmed ANDSF capabilities and readiness; (7) U.S. control of the battlespace and of key 
governance systems restricted Afghan ownership of important military and governance systems; and (8) the 
U.S. and Afghan governments failed to develop a police force effective at providing justice and responsive to 
criminal activities that plagued the lives of Afghan citizens.  

During our evaluation work looking at the accounting for and status of U.S.-provided equipment to the ANDSF 
and U.S.-trained ANDSF personnel, SIGAR found (1) the United States lacked a full accounting of equipment and 
personnel even before the collapse; (2) the Taliban is now using U.S.-provided military equipment in operations 
(3) some U.S.-provided aircraft have been recovered while some others remain in limbo in other countries; and 
(4) ANDSF personnel have escaped, are in hiding, have been killed, or may have joined extremist groups. 

We are not making any recommendations in this interim report.  

We offered the Departments of Defense and State and the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) 
the opportunity to review and comment on this interim report. The Department of State declined to comment 
on the report and the U.S. Agency for International Development did not provide comments. SIGAR briefed the 
Department of Defense on February 24, 2022 on the interim report findings and DOD provided verbal 
comments, which we incorporated as appropriate. SIGAR also met with the Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Afghanistan, Pakistan and Central Asia and other Department of Defense officials on May 11, 
2021 at which time verbal comments and documents were provided and have been incorporated as 
appropriate.  

SIGAR will continue to work with the Department of Defense to gain access to documents, obtain additional 
information, and collect personal insights from Department of Defense officials to support this evaluation. Any 
new information will be documented as appropriate in the final report scheduled to be issued in the fall of 2022.  

SIGAR conducted this work under the authority of Public Law No. 110‐181, as amended, and the Inspector 
General Act of 1978, as amended; and in accordance with the Quality Standards for Inspection and 
Evaluation, published by the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency. 
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For two decades, at a cost of nearly $90 billion, the United States—in partnership with NATO and the Afghan 
government—supported the development of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF), which 
consisted of the Afghan National Army (ANA), Afghan Air Force (AAF), and Afghan National Police (ANP). Over 
that period, the United States deployed military and civilian personnel to train, advise, and mentor Afghan 
soldiers, police, and ministry officials. The United States provided the ANDSF over 600,000 weapons, 300 
aircraft, 80,000 vehicles, communication equipment, and other advanced material, such as night vision 
goggles and biometric systems. The goal was to build an ANDSF that was independent, self-sustaining, and 
able to defend against internal and external threats. However, the ANDSF collapsed in August 2021, following 
the U.S. decision to withdraw from the country.  

On September 10, 2021, the Chairwoman and Ranking Member of the House Committee on Oversight and 
Reform, and the Chairman and Ranking Member on its Subcommittee on National Security directed SIGAR to 
(1) examine the factors that contributed to the ANDSF’s collapse, including any underlying factors over the past 
20 years that contributed to an underdevelopment of ANDSF capabilities, and (2) account for all U.S.-provided 
equipment and U.S.-trained ANDSF personnel. On September 23, 2021, the House passed its version of the 
National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year (FY) 2022. In its accompanying report (H. Rept. 117-118), 
the House Armed Services Committee directed SIGAR to evaluate the ANDSF’s performance from February 
2020 to August 2021, and to answer other questions similar to those of the House Committee on Oversight 
and Reform’s request.  

The objectives of this interim evaluation were to (1) determine the factors that contributed to the ANDSF’s 
collapse in August 2021, through an examination of the ANDSF’s performance from February 2020 to August 
2021; (2) assess any underlying factors over the 20-year security sector assistance mission that contributed to 
the underdevelopment of important ANDSF capabilities and readiness; and (3) account for all U.S.-provided 
ANDSF equipment and U.S.-trained ANDSF personnel, where possible.  

To accomplish these objectives, we reviewed hundreds of government and academic reports related to the 
ANDSF’s development and the reasons for its eventual collapse. We also conducted over 40 interviews with 
former Afghan government officials, former ANDSF members, and current and former U.S. government 
officials, including former commanders of U.S. forces, commanders of the Combined Security Transition 
Command–Afghanistan (CSTC-A) (the unit responsible for the ANDSF’s development over the last 15 years), 
ambassadors, and advisors responsible for the development of the Afghan army, air force, special forces, and 
police. In addition, we used SIGAR’s repository of interviews and reviewed more than 100 relevant to our 
inquiry. Throughout the years, the Department of Defense (DOD) has provided information through SIGAR’s 
quarterly data call process; we reviewed hundreds of those responses. Further, we used prior SIGAR audits, 
inspections, evaluations, and lessons learned reports addressing U.S. efforts to build the ANDSF. Collectively, 
these prior reports have referenced thousands of U.S. government documents and academic reports.  

As part of this evaluation, in November 2021, we formally asked DOD for documents and access to Davis-
Monthan Air Force Base in Arizona. We needed the documents to provide clarity about the levels and nature of 
U.S. support to the ANDSF from February 2020 to August 2021, records of U.S.-contracted oversight and 
accountability systems responsible for tracking the status of U.S.-provided ANDSF equipment and ANDSF 
personnel, and how the United States determined ANDSF resupply requirements while the U.S. military was 
withdrawing forces. To date, we have not received the DOD-requested documents. Following the ANDSF’s 
collapse, DOD took ownership of whatever Afghan Air Force aircraft it had access to and moved some of these 
aircraft to Davis-Monthan Air Force Base to await further disposition. To date, DOD has not provided us with 
access to Davis-Monthan Air Force Base to provide an independent accounting and status of these aircraft. 

This is an interim report. We plan to issue a final report in fall 2022, which will include an assessment of the 
relative success and failure of the U.S. mission to reconstruct the ANDSF. We conducted our work for this 
interim report in Arlington, Virginia, and via virtual telecommunication methods from October 2021 through 
May 2022, in accordance with the Quality Standards for Inspection and Evaluation, published by the Council of 
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the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency. Appendix I has a more detailed discussion of our scope and 
methodology. 

BACKGROUND 

In 2002, the United States and its coalition partners concluded that the development of an internationally 
trained and professional Afghan security force could serve as a viable alternative to the expansion of 
international forces in Afghanistan. Despite being ill-prepared and lacking proper doctrine, policies, and 
resources, the United States took the lead in building the ANA. Coalition partners accepted the responsibility 
for other efforts: police reform (Germany), counternarcotics (United Kingdom), judicial reform (Italy), and 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (Japan).1  

In May 2002, the United States began training the ANA, with U.S. Special Forces leading the effort. Recognizing 
that training a national army was beyond the core competency of the Special Forces, the United States 
deployed the U.S. Army’s 10th Mountain Division to expand the training program from small infantry units to 
larger military formations, and to develop defense institutions such as logistics networks. However, the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 removed a key resource from the Afghanistan mission: active duty military units to 
train the Afghan military. Instead, training the Afghan military transitioned to steady rotation of Army National 
Guard units.2  

In 2004, the United Nations described Afghanistan as “volatile, having seriously deteriorated in certain parts of 
the country.”3 At the same time, the Defense Intelligence Agency director reported that enemy attacks had 
reached their highest levels since the collapse of the Taliban government. The United States, recognizing that 
dividing security sector responsibilities among the coalition was not producing the desired results, increased its 
commitments. In 2005, the United States assumed the lead for developing the ANA and the ANP. In 2006, the 
U.S. military created CSTC-A as a temporary entity responsible for training, advising, assisting, and equipping 
the Afghan security forces.4  

As U.S. and coalition military forces tried to get ahead of growing insecurity in Afghanistan, the United States 
turned to expanding the ANDSF on a politically constrained timeline. For the ANA, training capacity at the Kabul 
Military Training Center increased from two to five kandaks (the equivalent of U.S. Army battalions), and in 
2007 basic training was reduced from 14 to 10 weeks. ANP training underwent a similarly compressed 
schedule. In 2005, the U.S. military reported that of Afghanistan’s 34,000 “trained” police officers, only 3,900 
had been through the basic 8-week course, while the remainder had attended a 2-week transition course. In 
contrast, police recruits in the United States receive an average of 21 weeks of basic training, followed by 
weeks of field mentoring.5 

Meanwhile, the Afghan security forces lacked appropriate equipment, which threatened their combat 
readiness. According to a 2005 U.S. military report, some ANP units had less than 15 percent of the required 
weapons and communications systems on hand.6 In 2006, retired U.S. General Barry McCaffrey concluded 
that the ANA was “miserably under resourced,” which was becoming a “major morale factor for their soldiers.”7 

Despite issues with equipping the Afghan military and police, the United States pushed to expand ANDSF troop 
numbers. By the end of 2006, senior U.S. officials told the Afghan government that the United States would 
withhold funding if the Afghans did not agree to expand the ANP from 60,000 to 82,000 officers. In 2008, the 
U.S. and Afghan governments agreed to expand the ANA from 75,000 to 134,000 soldiers (a number that 
included a new Afghan Air Force). However, there was little consideration of associated fiscal and resource 
constraints.8  

As part of the Afghan military expansion, the United States initiated training of specialized units, transitioning 
the ANA from a light-infantry army to a combined armed service with army, air force, and special forces 
elements—in other words, a force made in the image of the United States’ own military. Despite the inherent 
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difficulties of recreating the U.S. military’s model in an impoverished nation, the train, advise, and assist (TAA) 
programs for the ANDSF’s specialized units were the most successful of the training efforts. U.S. Special 
Operations Command and some U.S. Air Force elements were responsible for the comprehensive and 
persistent approach taken.9  

In 2009, with the Taliban threat increasing and the ANDSF struggling to secure the country, President Barack 
Obama authorized a surge of U.S. combat forces and agreed to increase the ANDSF end strength to 352,000 
soldiers and police. At the same time, President Obama announced a withdrawal date for combat forces and 
the transfer of security to the ANDSF to begin in mid-2011. With the president’s guidance, the U.S. military 
pursued a strategy of rapidly improving security, while also supporting the development of a struggling ANDSF. 
This two-track strategy created incentives for U.S. trainers and advisors to accomplish their goals by 
augmenting critical gaps in Afghan capability, providing enablers such as close air support, airlift, medical 
evacuation, logistics, and leadership. At the same time, the mandate to conduct partnered operations with the 
ANDSF taught the Afghans to model their fighting on that of the United States. An unintended outcome of this 
was an increased Afghan reliance on U.S.-provided advanced military capabilities and air support.10 

In 2012, as U.S. and NATO forces began to draw down, the ANDSF struggled to succeed on its own. General 
Joseph Dunford, then the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) commander, warned the Senate Armed 
Services Committee in 2014 that once coalition forces withdrew, the Afghan security forces “will begin to 
deteriorate…I think the only debate is the pace of that deterioration.”11 On December 31, 2014, the United 
States and its coalition partners ended the ISAF mission and transitioned to the Resolute Support mission, 
which focused on developing ministerial capacity and supporting the ANDSF at the ANA regional corps level. 
There were no dedicated coalition advisors to the Afghan police below the regional zone level.12  

The security situation began to deteriorate following the transition to the Resolute Support mission, providing a 
clear indication that the ANDSF was not ready to provide nationwide security without continued international 
operational support. Within the first 9 months of 2015, the Taliban captured the provincial capital of Kunduz 
(the first provincial capital to fall since the start of the war), and asserted control over the Musa Qala District in 
Helmand Province; meanwhile, the ANA’s 215th Corps collapsed. The Obama administration responded by 
deploying U.S. Special Forces and air support to recapture seized territory, loosening targeting restrictions 
against the Taliban, redeploying U.S. Marines into Helmand Province to reestablish security, and pushing back 
the planned U.S. withdrawal.13  

Under the Trump administration’s South Asia strategy, the U.S. military got even more involved in military 
operations. In 2017, the United States dropped the GBU-43 Massive Ordinance Air Blast (informally known as 
the Mother of All Bombs) in Nangarhar Province, targeting the Islamic State. In 2018, the U.S. Army deployed 
the 1st Security Force Assistance Brigade to partner with ANA units below the corps level. In 2019, the United 
States conducted 7,423 airstrikes, the most since at least 2009.14  

Then U.S. military support to the ANDSF came to an abrupt end. On February 29, 2020, the United States and 
the Taliban signed a bilateral agreement in Doha, Qatar, stipulating that the United States would withdraw all 
U.S. military personnel and contractors from Afghanistan. The United States signed the agreement despite the 
fact that the ANDSF was still dependent on the U.S. military for support. In return, the Taliban promised not to 
attack the United States or allow attacks from Afghanistan on the United States or its allies, and to enter into 
intra-Afghan peace negotiations.15 

Within only a few months of the signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement, the Taliban initiated its offensive against 
the ANDSF, testing the strength and boundaries of the agreement.16 The highest number of Taliban-initiated 
attacks against the ANDSF since at least the agreement occurred from September to November 2020.17 In 
October 2020, then-Resolute Support Commander General Austin Scott Miller urged the Taliban to reduce 
violence, and in March 2021, General Miller warned that the continued U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan could 
leave the ANDSF without vital support.18 In March 2021, as the incoming Biden administration deliberated its 
Afghanistan policy, the Taliban threatened to resume attacks against the United States and the coalition if they 
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did not withdraw by May 1, 2021, as agreed to by the Trump administration. In April 2021, the U.S. intelligence 
community concluded that the likelihood of a peace deal within a year was low, that the ANDSF continued to 
face setbacks, and that the Taliban were confident of achieving a military victory.19 

On April 14, 2021, after deliberations among his national security team, President Biden announced that the 
U.S. would withdraw all U.S. military and contractors by September 11, 2021, on the occasion of the 20th 
anniversary of the September 11th attacks.20 In May 2021, the Taliban overran six ANA bases in Baghlan 
Province, and at least 200 soldiers stationed at these bases surrendered. According to village elders and 
government officials, another 26 outposts and bases in four other provinces surrendered after private 
negotiations with the Taliban. Meanwhile, on May 28, 2021, the United States transferred one of its primary 
bases in Kabul, the New Kabul Compound, to the ANDSF.21 

On June 16, 2021, about two dozen Afghan Special Forces soldiers were surrounded and killed in northern 
Fayab Province, including the renowned field commander, Colonel Sohrab Azimi, leading to mourning across 
the country and within the ANDSF.22 A few days later, President Ashraf Ghani called on Afghans to arm 
themselves in “public uprising forces” (an umbrella term for local pro-government militias) to fight back against 
the Taliban.23 On July 2, 2021, the United States completed its withdrawal from Bagram Air Base. By July 4, the 
Taliban seized more than a dozen districts in northern Afghanistan.24 On July 31, the conflict, previously 
confined to rural areas and smaller cities, reached a turning point as the Taliban launched attacks on major 
airports in Kandahar and Herat Provinces.25 

Over a 5-day period in early August 2021, the Taliban captured seven provinces in northern Afghanistan, an 
area with a reputation of putting up exceptionally strong resistance to the Taliban since the 1990s.26 Former 
militia leaders from northern provinces, such as Atta Mohammad Noor and Abdul Rashid Dostum, initially 
rallied the local population to create public uprising forces to combat the growing Taliban offensive.27 However, 
according to local observers, the Afghan government did not provide any support to these forces. A resident of 
Takhar Province told reporters at the time, “The security forces and public uprising forces have been fighting 
for the past 40 days and standing against the Taliban without the support of the central government. 
Unfortunately, the lack of equipment and central government’s support had caused Taloqan [Takhar’s 
provincial capital] to fall to the Taliban.”28 Further, a police chief in Kunduz City said, “We are so tired, and the 
security forces are so tired…We hadn’t received reinforcements and aircraft did not target the Taliban on 
time.”29 Seeing that no outside support was forthcoming, Northern Alliance leaders fled to neighboring 
provinces, abandoning their positions. According to local reporting, some northern provincial capitals were 
captured with little or no fighting.30 

On August 1, seemingly unaware of the increasing security crisis, President Ghani held a new governance 
initiative event during which he emphasized that the Afghan government had a “new plan” to turn around the 
security situation within 6 months. The plan now included mobilizing public uprising forces and more than 
doubling the elite commando forces.31 Despite the new plan, it took the Taliban only 30 days to capture all 34 
provinces in Afghanistan—33 of the 34 within a 10-day period starting on August 6. Figure 1 on the following 
page shows when the Taliban captured each province.32 
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On August 15, 2021, the Taliban arrived at the gates of Kabul, compelling President Ghani to flee to 
Uzbekistan, precipitating the collapse of the Afghan government.33 By then, six of the seven ANA Corps had 
surrendered or dissolved.34 Only the 215th Corps in Helmand Province remained engaged in combat 
operations against the Taliban for 2 days after the president had fled the country, at which point it was 
instructed to stop fighting.35 On the day of President Ghani’s departure, the Taliban entered the presidential 
palace.36 Although the Taliban controlled the majority of the country, it was not until September 6, 2021, that 
the Taliban was able to capture the last provincial capital of Panjshir Province. A day later, on September 7, the 
Taliban named its new interim government.37 

Dates When the Taliban Captured Each of Afghanistan’s 34 Provinces 
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THE DECISION BY TWO U.S. PRESIDENTS TO WITHDRAW THE U.S. MILITARY 
AND CONTRACTORS FROM AFGHANISTAN SETS THE SCENE FOR THE 
COLLAPSE OF THE ANDSF 

We found that six factors contributed to the ANDSF’s collapse in August 2021. The single most important 
factor in the ANDSF’s collapse was the U.S. decision to withdraw U.S. military and contractors from Afghanistan 
through the signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement in February 2020 under the Trump Administration, and 
President Biden’s public address in April 2021. Many Afghans thought the U.S.-Taliban agreement was an act 
of bad faith and a signal that the U.S. was handing over Afghanistan to the enemy as it rushed to exit the 
country. Its immediate effect was that the agreement degraded ANDSF morale. Other factors contributing to 
the ANDSF’s collapse included changes to the U.S. military’s level of support to the ANDSF following the signing 
of the U.S.-Taliban agreement, the ANDSF’s never achieving self-sustainment, President Ghani’s frequent 
changes to ANDSF leadership and appointment of loyalists, the Afghan government’s failure to establish a 
national security plan, and the Taliban’s effective exploitation of ANDSF weaknesses. These six factors were 
intertwined and worked together to end with the ANDSF’s collapse. 

The U.S.-Taliban Agreement and Subsequent Withdrawal Announcement Degraded 
ANDSF Morale  

The February 2020 signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement and the April 2021 announcement of the 
continuation of the withdrawal of U.S. military and contractor personnel degraded ANDSF morale. Although U.S. 
officials stressed continued financial, diplomatic, and logistical support, the ANDSF viewed the U.S. military 
presence in Afghanistan as protection against large-scale ANDSF losses. In addition, ANDSF troops viewed the 
United States as a force that would hold the Afghan government accountable for paying their salaries and 
removing corrupt actors.38 U.S. forces in country was a symbol to Afghan elites that the United States was 
politically invested in Afghanistan’s future—a form of psychological signaling that appeared as important for the 
government’s survival as actual money.39 The prospect of abandonment by an important powerbroker 
prompted those political elites to rethink their investment in the state. 

According to ANDSF officials, the U.S.-Taliban agreement was a catalyst for the collapse. Former Afghan 215th 
Army Corps commander General Sami Sadat told us that the agreement’s psychological impact was so great 
that the average Afghan soldier switched to survival mode and became susceptible to accepting other offers 
and deals.40 Another senior ANDSF official told us that after the Doha agreement was signed, Afghan soldiers 
knew they were not the winner.41  

The U.S.-Taliban agreement gave the Taliban its core demand: the complete withdrawal of U.S. and coalition 
troops, as well as contractors. The United States, in return, received the prospect of safely withdrawing U.S. 
troops, the promise that the Taliban would enter into intra-Afghan talks, and vague assurances that al-Qaeda 
would not use Afghan territory to strike the United States and its allies.42 The Afghan government, a non-
signatory to the agreement, bore the greatest costs. Kabul was excluded from negotiations, legitimating the 
Taliban on the world stage and further undercutting the Afghan government’s credibility, which many Afghans 
already viewed as illegitimate.43 Shortly after the signing of the agreement, Taliban leader Haibatullah 
Akhundzada declared victory on behalf of the entire Muslim and Mujahid nation.44  

Also as part of the agreement, the U.S. agreed to a lopsided prisoner exchange—5,000 militants in return for 
only 1,000 Taliban-held Afghan government prisoners. The U.S. Special Representative for Afghanistan 
Reconciliation and lead negotiator, Zalmay Khalilzad, touted the exchange as a trust-building exercise ahead of 
intra-Afghan talks. The Afghan government protested the prisoner release because it was one of its last 
sources of leverage; it ultimately agreed only under intense pressure from Washington, which included a threat 
to withhold aid.45 The release of 5,000 Taliban fighters by September 2020 regenerated the Taliban’s combat 
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power and further demoralized the ANDSF.46 Most prisoners ignored their signed pledges not to rejoin the fight 
against government forces and returned to the battlefield as fighters, commanders, and leaders of the 
Taliban’s shadow government. For example, one former prisoner resumed his old post as Helmand’s shadow 
deputy governor and in July 2021, led the assault on the provincial capital of Lashkar Gah.47 General Sadat, 
the commander in charge of Helmand’s defense in 2021, told us that most of the released prisoners were 
group leaders, commanders, and chiefs. That meant if sent into a province or a village, they could recruit and 
mobilize their groups quickly.48 Several ex-prisoners confirmed suspicions that the Taliban’s pledge not to 
redeploy prisoners was a deliberate deception.49  

The character of the withdrawal left many Afghans with the impression that the U.S. was simply handing 
Afghanistan over to a Taliban government-in-waiting. A senior Afghan official criticized the United States for not 
negotiating with the Afghan government directly and keeping it, perhaps intentionally, in the dark: “President 
Ghani [told U.S. officials], if you want to withdraw, [then] withdraw”—but Ghani urged the United States to 
negotiate with the Afghan government, to give it a fighting chance. Otherwise, President Ghani said, negotiating 
with the Taliban delegitimized everything and the Taliban gained a victory narrative.50 

A telling example is the heavily criticized U.S. withdrawal from Bagram Airfield in July 2021. According to Afghan 
military officials, U.S. forces departed the base late at night without notifying the new Afghan base commander, 
who only realized it 2 hours later. The U.S. military also shut off the electricity, enabling looters to ransack the 
base before security forces regained control. Although U.S. and Afghan officials disputed the circumstances of 
the U.S. departure, which a U.S. military spokesperson said was the result of a miscommunication, the 
demoralizing effect of the silent late-night departure on Afghan soldiers was clear. An Afghan soldier told the 
Associated Press that in one night, the United States lost all the goodwill it generated over 20 years by leaving 
the way it did—in the night, without telling the Afghan soldiers who were outside patrolling the area.51 An ANDSF 
official told us that the Bagram departure was a clear signal to all ANDSF that they were alone and that no 
logistics, medical, or salary support would come from the international community.52 Many Afghans felt that the 
secretive withdrawal from Bagram was one of several U.S. decisions that reinforced the perception that the 
United States was abandoning the Afghan government in favor of the Taliban.53 

These U.S. decisions had the additional impact of providing fuel for the Taliban propaganda machine. For 
ANDSF forces already physically isolated, facing supply shortages, and weathering aggressive Taliban 
propaganda efforts aimed at demoralizing them, paranoia around the U.S.-Taliban agreement exacerbated an 
already challenging environment. That the agreement was between the U.S. and its longstanding enemy fed 
into conspiracy theories. The secrecy surrounding agreement specifics also aided Taliban psychological 
operations, as it played on ANDSF anxieties.54 

Conditionality Stipulations for Withdrawal Contained in the U.S.-Taliban Agreement Contributed to the 
Afghan Government’s Failure to Plan for a Post-Withdrawal Reality  

The Taliban’s agreement to participate in talks with the Afghan government as a condition of the U.S.-Taliban 
deal reinforced President Ghani’s perception that the United States was not going to leave Afghanistan, at 
least not before an intra-Afghan peace deal was finalized.55 A senior U.S. official told us that for a while, Afghan 
leaders believed that the United States “wouldn’t be able to withdraw, based on the agreements that we have 
and their interpretation…that without their [permission], we could not withdraw.”56 As a result, President Ghani 
did not accurately assess the Taliban threat, choosing instead to focus on his political rivals and their threats 
to his presidency. This likely contributed to President Ghani’s delay in planning for a post-withdrawal reality and 
his failure to support his political rivals’ public uprising forces.57 

The Afghan government read the U.S.-Taliban agreement as the conditions-based peace deal it purported to 
be, not the calendar-based withdrawal deal that it had become. “Our understanding [of the agreement] was the 
conditionality part of it,” a senior Afghan official told us.58 “Ghani felt lied to,” Hamdullah Mohib, Ghani’s 



 

 

SIGAR 22-22-IP/Collapse of the ANDSF Page 8 

national security advisor, said after the Trump administration ignored the Taliban’s violations of its 
commitments. “He was undermined.”59 

Ignoring signals from three consecutive U.S. administrations, Afghan elites convinced themselves that 
Afghanistan was too strategically important for the United States to leave. One analyst wrote that, beguiled by 
their own narratives of Afghanistan as the fulcrum of a presumed new Great Game between the United States, 
China, and Russia, Afghan leaders believed they could entangle the United States in Afghanistan in an open-
ended commitment.60 Beginning with the Obama administration’s negotiations with the Taliban in 2010, there 
was a history of stalled attempts to withdraw from Afghanistan, which may have emboldened the Ghani 
government to call its partner’s bluff.61 Another analyst wrote that the Afghan government and security forces 
were taken by surprise when President Biden confirmed the withdrawal. Instead of fighting back, Afghan 
government officials and members of the ANDSF rushed to make individual agreements with the Taliban.62  

According to a senior State official, U.S. government officials, including members of Congress with whom 
President Ghani communicated through unofficial channels, reinforced President Ghani’s misperceptions.63 
Indeed, then-Secretary of State Michael Pompeo reportedly accused President Ghani of “mobilizing 
Washington against” the Trump administration.64 The State official told us that the apparent disconnect 
between unofficial channels of support and public pronouncements gave President Ghani the impression that 
the U.S. government was not altogether on the same page on full withdrawal, and that the withdrawal 
announcement was intended to shape his behavior, as opposed to being official U.S. policy.65 Hekmat Karzai, a 
former Afghan deputy foreign minister, reaffirmed this disconnect to us: “I think one of the greatest 
miscalculations of Ashraf Ghani was that he thought he knew Washington, he thought many of these senators 
were his close friends…He thought that he was able to address both houses of Congress, and he thought he 
had lobbyists in Washington that were pulling for him. Yet, at the end of the day, he couldn’t read the most 
basic signals that Washington had for him.”66 

Although Afghan officials received repeated signals that the United States would withdraw, the Afghan 
government’s selective reading of the U.S.-Taliban agreement likely blunted their impact. Lead negotiator 
Khalilzad’s claims that “nothing is agreed until everything is agreed”—including intra-Afghan talks and a 
ceasefire—bolstered this narrative.67 Ultimately, the Afghan government, by clinging to the agreement’s 
conditions for withdrawal, misread U.S. intentions to leave and failed to properly prepare for that outcome. 

The U.S.-Announced Withdrawal Altered the Strategic Calculus for Afghans 

Outside observers have noted that American boots on the ground signaled the United States’ political 
investment in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and sent a message to the country’s fractious elites that the 
rewards for cooperation remained far richer than those from going it alone.68 Conversely, the prospect that the 
powerbroker keeping the Afghan state afloat was ready to exit the game incentivized the country’s competing 
factions to defect and seek short-term personal gains.69 As Afghan elites sought to negotiate their future with 
the Taliban, many ANDSF units saw the writing on the wall and found themselves with little reason to fight to 
the end.  

The Afghanistan Analysts Network, an independent policy research organization, wrote, “It is common 
knowledge in Afghanistan that many fighters only fight as long as they are paid and as long as they believe they 
can win.”70 Afghanistan’s history is replete with examples of losing Afghan factions changing sides, often 
multiple times, even in the middle of a battle.71 Retired General David Barno recalled how, after 2001, 
“everyone flipped their cards overnight. All the players changed sides and that’s exactly what happened this 
time. They looked at the likelihood of success and flipped…That is a distinctive cultural trait and we paid too 
little attention to it.”72 The Taliban did not capture most districts and provinces through military victory; instead, 
local government officials, tribal elders, and ANDSF commanders negotiated surrenders. Deal-making between 
the Taliban and local leaders occurred for years, often in the form of ceasefires. However, after the U.S.-Taliban 
agreement and as Taliban victories mounted, negotiated surrenders multiplied—a clear sign that many Afghans 
recognized that the tide had turned.73 
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Many factors affected the ANDSF’s determination to keep fighting: low salaries; poor logistics that led to food, 
water, and ammunition shortages; and corrupt commanders who colluded with contractors to skim off food 
and fuel contracts.74 But the root cause of the morale crisis may have been the lack of ANDSF buy-in with the 
Afghan central government.75 

For some ANDSF members, fighting the Taliban was a paycheck, not a cause worth losing one’s life over. 
Afghanistan scholar Antonio Giustozzi explained, “Families sent one of their kids into the army because it meant 
a salary. Usually, they didn’t send their smartest kid, because the smartest kid they send to study. Maybe you 
send another one to become a mullah just to hedge your bets, and you keep one on the farm, and then if you 
have a fourth one who smokes most of the time, doesn’t want to work, you send him to the army, because 
that’s a salary.”76 However, it was rarely a reliable salary. Many ANDSF members, often with families to support, 
had not been paid in months. As a result, Taliban offers of cash and amnesty for surrenders proved enticing.77 

Other Afghans were willing to fight bravely to protect their homes and villages, but little more than that.78 
Ethnic divisions and tensions were not erased with the creation of a national army, and were exacerbated by 
the Ghani administration’s perceived ethnic bias in favor of Pashtuns.79 Fewer still were willing to die for a 
government in Kabul widely perceived as corrupt, predatory, and illegitimate. As a former interior minister told 
us, “Nobody wanted to die for Ghani, [to] die for people who were here to rob the country.”80  

For many war-weary Afghans, peace was a greater prize than any particular government in Kabul. The February 
2020 U.S.-Taliban agreement, and the defensive posture that it imposed on the ANDSF, impacted security 
differently for Afghans living in Taliban-controlled and government-controlled territories. For civilians living in 
Taliban-controlled areas, life after the Doha agreement took on a degree of peace and normality that many had 
not known for years; for them, the progress that ANDSF officials boasted of in 2018 and 2019 had meant a 
brutal campaign of U.S. and Afghan air strikes and night raids by National Directorate of Security units that left 
countless civilians maimed or dead. The threat of U.S. and ANDSF bombardments and raids often left farmers 
in these areas unable to work their fields—a major source of income for many Afghan households.81 

In Taliban-controlled areas, typically in eastern provinces like Wardak and Nangarhar, the drop in violence 
improved the quality of life for many Afghans. “Since the Doha agreement, in Wardak, there’s no 
bombardments or night raids. The people are very happy,” one resident told the Afghanistan Analysts Network. 
“Wardakis are no longer living like prisoners in their homes,” said another. According to a member of an 
international health NGO, the decreased military pressure on the Taliban led the group to relax social 
restrictions and take on greater governance functions. In 2018 and 2019, for instance, the Taliban controlled 
mobile phone towers across most of Wardak Province and restricted phone use to a few hours early each 
morning out of fear that informants were aiding U.S. and government forces. After the U.S.-Taliban agreement, 
the Afghanistan Analysts Network reported in October 2020, the phone towers were mostly on day and night.82  

But even as security improved in Taliban-controlled territory, civilians living in government-controlled or 
contested areas faced the same, or greater, risks to their safety as before the U.S.-Taliban agreement. The 
removal of most U.S. airstrikes, combined with the ANDSF’s defensive posture, led to more frequent attacks by 
an emboldened Taliban. The ANDSF, in turn, responded with more indiscriminate violence: “The national police 
have changed their behavior [since the Doha agreement]. Because they’re stuck in their bases, they fire a lot 
from them,” one farmer told Andrew Quilty of the Afghanistan Analysts Network. The U.S.-Taliban agreement, 
which was expected to reduce violence across Afghanistan, led to increased risks for civilians in government-
controlled and contested areas. In areas under Taliban control, however, the prospect of security looked 
greater than ever.83 

As fighting intensified across the country, real-time media reports broadcast ANDSF units surrendering or being 
defeated, often because supplies or reinforcements never arrived. The Taliban deftly exploited these defeats in 
their media campaign, reinforcing the perception that the Afghan government would not come to anyone’s 
rescue and demoralizing growing numbers of government forces.84 An Afghan interviewed by the Afghanistan 
Analysts Network reported that the main reason behind the defeat of the army in Badghis was the lack of 
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support from the central government, which left soldiers without water to drink, bullets to fight with, or 
promised reinforcements.85 Some Afghans even claimed the Ghani government had ordered the army in their 
district to retreat, leaving those who still wanted to defend their areas physically isolated and demoralized. 
Whether real or imagined, these orders instilled a feeling of betrayal in those who wanted to keep fighting, and 
may have prompted others to change sides.86 

According to Afghanistan scholar Kate Clark, morale was a decisive factor, even the linchpin, in the collapse of 
the Afghan security forces.87 Low morale had been a problem in the ANDSF for years. The Taliban, however, 
always had a comparative advantage when it came to morale: it was a volunteer army who fought for religious 
beliefs, not for pay. In the Taliban’s narrative, the Taliban was resisting foreign occupation, an ideology deeply 
rooted in Afghan history and tied to Afghan identity. The Taliban’s fight was a holy jihad and its members were 
liberators fighting a corrupt, abusive government propped up by a foreign military. This narrative proved 
powerful, despite the Taliban’s own foreign dependencies.88  

The Taliban was also more ethnically cohesive, composed of mostly Pashtun men of similar religious education 
and experience. Taliban fighters, who were recruited largely through personal contacts, usually fought alongside 
their brothers and cousins. These factors made for a resilient force in which Taliban members felt they were 
fighting for their religion, country, and family. The Taliban’s recruitment propaganda marketed a life of heroism 
and sacrifice. Powerful symbols, including Taliban’s supreme leader Mawlawi Haibatullah Akhundzada, whose 
own son was a suicide bomber for the cause, bolstered its message.89 The Afghan government failed to counter 
Taliban messaging, and never disseminated a compelling counter-narrative of its own.90 

U.S. officials did not adequately assess the time necessary to develop unit cohesion in the wide range of 
factions assigned to Afghan units within the ANDSF. Nor did the U.S. military’s assessment tools measure the 
corresponding impact of factors of morale or will to fight. In part, this was because intangible factors such as 
morale and leadership are difficult to measure.91 By failing to account for the ANDSF’s morale, the U.S. military 
and intelligence community overestimated how long it would take the ANDSF to collapse.92 

The U.S. Military Changed Its Level of Support to the ANDSF Overnight, Leaving the 
ANDSF without an Important Force Multiplier: U.S. Airstrikes  

After the signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement, the U.S. military changed its level of military support to the 
ANDSF overnight, leaving the ANDSF without a critically important force multiplier: U.S. airstrikes. Under the 
Trump administration’s South Asia strategy, DOD received additional authorizations to combat the Taliban 
insurgency, mostly in the form of airstrikes. In 2019, the United States conducted 7,423 airstrikes, the most 
since at least 2009.93 Senior Afghan security officials told us that in 2019, the ANDSF was making progress 
and recapturing territory previously lost to the Taliban.94 According to a senior U.S. official, the Doha agreement 
did not negotiate military tactics with the Taliban, and General A. Scott Miller, then-commander of NATO forces 
in Afghanistan, remained “judge and jury.”95 Nonetheless, U.S. support markedly changed in the agreement’s 
aftermath. In October 2020, General Miller said that the U.S. military had “shown a great deal of restraint 
because we’re trying to make the peace process work.”96 This restraint meant that in 2020, the U.S. 
conducted only 1,631 airstrikes, with almost half occurring in the 2 months prior to the U.S.-Taliban 
agreement.97 General Sadat, a former commander of Afghanistan’s Joint Special Operations Command, told us 
that “overnight…98 percent of U.S. airstrikes had ceased.”98 Due to the reduced number of airstrikes, the 
ANDSF was left without a capability that was helping them keep the Taliban at bay.  

Seeking to facilitate intra-Afghan talks, U.S. officials also pressured the Afghan government into tempering its 
own offensive operations. In February 2020, President Ghani ordered Afghan security forces to assume a 
defensive posture against the Taliban to facilitate the “reduction in violence” period preceding the signing of 
the U.S.-Taliban agreement. On March 19, 2020, after concluding that there had been no reduction in Taliban 
violence, Afghanistan’s acting minister of defense ordered the ANDSF to assume an “active defense” posture, 
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which authorized ANDSF forces to attack only if they concluded that the enemy was preparing an attack of its 
own.99 Security analyst Jonathan Schroden found that the ANDSF’s active defense posture resulted in “a 
decreased number of total operations involving Afghan Special Security Forces, increased operational tempo of 
the Afghan Air Force, consolidation of hundreds of ANDSF checkpoints into a smaller number of patrol bases, 
and levels of Taliban-initiated attacks that were 45 percent higher than in 2019.”100 Even in this slightly 
consolidated and defensive posture, the ANDSF were still scattered across hundreds, if not thousands, of 
checkpoints across Afghanistan, relying on underdeveloped logistical capabilities. The active defense posture, 
which forced the ANDSF to mostly stop conducting offensive operations, helped the Taliban maintain the 
initiative and freedom of movement, and enabled its fighters to infiltrate and surround major cities across 
Afghanistan.101 At the same time, a former senior Afghan official called the active defense posture a recipe for 
confusion for the ANDSF, which in turn accelerated the loss of checkpoints.102 

Confusion over Changes in U.S. Military Support to the ANDSF Bred Mistrust and Fueled Taliban Propaganda  

The U.S.-Taliban agreement introduced tremendous uncertainty into the U.S.-Afghan relationship. Many of its 
provisions are not public, but are believed to be contained in secret written and verbal agreements between 
U.S. and Taliban envoys. Some U.S. analysts believe that one classified annex detailed the Taliban’s 
counterterrorism commitments, while a second classified annex detailed U.S. and Taliban restrictions on 
fighting.103 We were not able to obtain copies of these annexes, despite official requests made to DOD and 
State. According to two American journalists, “both sides accepted that the U.S. would no longer engage in 
‘offensive’ operations against the Taliban… [but] the Taliban argued that [U.S. General] Miller’s forces could 
strike only guerrillas who were directly involved in attacks on Afghan forces, whereas Miller […] concluded that 
he was allowed to act in other ways, including striking preemptively against fighters who were planning an 
attack.” The Taliban later filed more than 1,600 complaints about U.S. airstrikes to chief negotiator Khalilzad’s 
team, and used them to justify their intensified assault on government forces.104  

Afghan officials, largely removed from the negotiations, struggled most of all to understand what the United 
States had agreed to with the Taliban. In addition to the disputed provisions in the secret annex, the Taliban 
had also made verbal agreements, which U.S. officials documented, including a commitment not to attack 
major Afghan cities or diplomatic facilities.105 However, according to Afghan government officials, the U.S. 
military never clearly communicated the specifics of its policy changes to the Ghani administration or ANDSF 
leadership.106 One senior Afghan official told us that he had never seen the classified annexes to the U.S.-
Taliban agreement; only after recognizing unfamiliar trends on the battlefield did he gain some understanding 
of the United States’ post-agreement tactics. The Taliban’s operations and tactics, however, suggested that 
they may have had a better understanding of the new U.S. levels of support the United States was willing to 
provide to the ANDSF following the signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement.107 

Whether through military or diplomatic channels, or through battlefield observations, senior Afghan officials 
gained their own understanding of the U.S. military’s policy for supporting the ANDSF. Some shared their 
interpretations with us: Taliban forces could attack ANDSF troops, but not district centers or major cities. U.S. 
airstrikes, meanwhile, would not target Taliban leaders or massed fighters that were not directly engaging 
ANDSF forces.108 According to General Sadat, Taliban fighters had to be actively shooting within 150 meters of 
a checkpoint in order for U.S. aircraft to engage. If Taliban forces were 300 meters away, or stopped shooting 
when U.S. aircraft arrived, the ANDSF were on their own. In such circumstances, the Taliban would simply wait 
for U.S. aircraft to leave to refuel before resuming its attacks.109 General Sadat told us this permitted the 
Taliban to start moving around, connecting its small pockets of fighting groups across the country while the 
United States watched and did nothing.110  

A senior Afghan official told us that after the U.S.-Taliban agreement, the Taliban began splitting their units to 
fight in waves, a strategy devised to exploit the reduced U.S. military support to the ANDSF. The official said 
that if Taliban fighters were staging an attack, were on the way to the attack, were retreating from the attack, 
or were in the attack, then those were the scenarios that allowed U.S. aircraft to engage. The official also told 
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us the Taliban used that as part of their planning process, which disabled the unwitting ANDSF from 
understanding the Taliban’s tactics. Under these rules, U.S. aircraft could not target the Taliban groups that 
were waiting more than 500 meters away—the groups “beyond the contact” that would engage in the second, 
third, or fourth wave to defeat the last ANDSF units. The Afghan official said this was a loophole that the 
Taliban used in their targeting to their advantage.111 According to General Sadat, in a broad sense, the U.S. 
military took on the role of a referee and watched the Afghan government and Taliban fight, something General 
Sadat referred to as “a sick game.”112 

Afghan troops had not only lost U.S. support for offensive operations, they no longer knew if or when U.S. 
forces would come to their defense. U.S. inaction fueled mistrust among the ANDSF toward the United States 
and their own government.113 The Taliban also exploited the secrecy surrounding the Doha agreement and the 
diminished U.S. support to the ANDSF in their psychological operations by spreading disinformation about a 
purported secret arrangement with the United States.114 Jonathan Schroden told us that the misinformation 
appeared more damaging than what was actually in the agreement.115 By observing the battlefield, senior 
Afghan government officials gained an understanding of the revised U.S. military policy and wondered what 
else the Taliban knew that they did not.116 

At this time, we are unable to confirm official changes to the level and nature of U.S. military support to the 
ANDSF following the signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement. DOD did not respond to our informational requests 
about the changes in U.S. policy and nature of U.S. military support following signing of the U.S.-Taliban 
agreement. In addition, we have not received copies of the classified annex to the agreement from either DOD 
or State. Further, we have not been able to secure an interview with General Miller or his staff to obtain their 
perspective on the changes to the U.S. military support to the ANDSF. For this interim report, we relied on 
Afghan officials and publicly available reporting of how the battle unfolded between the Taliban and the ANDSF 
over the last 18 months. Appendix I has a more detailed discussion of our scope and methodology. 

The ANDSF Never Achieved Self-Sustainment Milestones and Remained Reliant on 
U.S. Military Support 

For more than 20 years, DOD attempted to create a national army in Afghanistan whose force structure and 
operational model was a mirror image to the U.S. military, and whose establishment would take significant time 
to accomplish. At the end of the Cold War, U.S. forces shed armor and artillery, becoming lighter and more 
capable of flexible missions on shorter timelines around the globe. These fast and flexible assets depend on a 
sophisticated supply and logistics system to maintain their capabilities.117 Yet, according to DOD, the ANDSF 
were not close to this level of sophistication when the United States signed its agreement with the Taliban to 
withdraw all U.S. military and contractors from Afghanistan. In fact, DOD concluded that the ANDSF were 
unlikely to gain self-sufficiency by 2024, even if levels of violence and, with it, the ANDSF force structure, 
reduced significantly.118 However, the development of an ANDSF system that could operate independently of 
U.S. leadership and material assistance never materialized. Afghan security expert Jon Schroden told us that 
the United States preferred to make Afghans do things the way the United States would do them, as opposed to 
building around Afghan human capital, capabilities, or what had worked for them in the past.119 

ANDSF Depended on the United States for Resource Management, Maintenance, and Leadership 

By early 2021, U.S. troops numbers had reached their lowest level in Afghanistan since 2001.120 Lowering the 
troop level was intended to stimulate Afghan peace negotiations, but it also created a major gap in military 
capabilities against the Taliban, which the ANDSF would need to fill if Afghan peace negotiations failed. Yet the 
ANDSF was not able to overcome its dependency on the United States—one that had become a feature, not a 
glitch, of the U.S.-Afghan military relationship. At the national level, at least three categories of dependent 
relationships affected the ANDSF: resource management, maintenance, and military leadership.  
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The first of these shortfalls was in the resource management systems—the ability of the Afghan government 
and military personnel to know what food, ammunition, medical supplies, and spare parts they had and where 
they were, and how to move these materials to wherever needed. Multiple individuals told us that they did not 
know what supplies the ANDSF had available in supply depots, which meant that they did not know what they 
could distribute to field units. These individuals, including former deputy interior minister Hosna Jalil, said that 
Afghans had minimal access to the U.S.-designed inventory management system (CoreIMS). U.S.-funded 
contractors owned the system and protected its contents because of U.S. concerns about Afghan government 
corruption. According to descriptions from senior Afghan security officials, once U.S. contractors were 
withdrawn in summer 2021, Afghan personnel had almost no way to access the inventory data.121 SIGAR is still 
waiting for definitive data from DOD about when all contractors left and the level of access contractors 
provided to Afghan personnel.  

Further, Masoud Andarabi, Afghanistan’s former Minister of Interior, told us that ANDSF field units used a 
paper-based supply chain system that was never linked to CoreIMS. For example, official CoreIMS records 
would show supplies that did not exist on the ground.122 Another former senior Ministry of Interior official also 
told us that the Ministry of Interior had everything; the problem was resource management, in that the ministry 
did not know where it was or what purpose it served.123 This lack of visibility into its own inventory did not 
improve, in part because it was not a priority. According to a former senior Afghan official, the ANDSF prioritized 
human capital in combat rather than support elements. Those who performed poorly on the battlefield moved 
into the ANDSF’s logistics, human resources, and religious support elements. The Afghans considered these 
positions easy jobs with opportunities for corruption.124 

The second cross-cutting dependency involved managing contracts, including contracted maintenance of 
vehicles and aircraft. Although expected to create an efficient system, Afghanistan’s national procurement 
commission turned into a bureaucratic system that delayed resupply, increased costs, and undercut efficiency. 
Due to limited air assets, whether or not a commander received supplies when needed often depended on 
patronage or personal connections to the palace.125 General Sadat called the government’s centralization of 
the procurement system “devastating.”126 According to General Sadat, the Afghan government assigned 
military contracts in the palace, “which meant that you had to fight for your contracts and they were delayed for 
months and months. Food contracts, fuel contracts, maintenance contracts and everything else went through a 
bureaucratic process that killed our mobility.”127 According to retired General David Barno, “We built that army 
to run on contractor support. Without it, it can’t function. Game over…When the contractors pulled out, it was 
like we pulled all the sticks out of the Jenga pile and expected it to stay up.”128 

The most critical elements of the ANDSF, including the AAF, the Special Mission Wing (SMW), and Afghan 
commandos, depended on the leadership, planning, and coordination provided through their close working 
relationship with high-level U.S. advisors, including the U.S. Commander, Resolute Support.129 For example, 
DOD reported that the co-location of AAF headquarters alongside the Train, Advise, and Assist Command 
(TAAC) for the AAF allowed for strong coordination and regular interaction between TAAC advisors and AAF 
personnel. For example, the AAF commander attended weekly security meetings with the Commander, 
Resolute Support and the commander of TAAC-Air, the air component command of NATO’s training effort in 
Afghanistan. This improved synchronization of NATO Resolute Support and Afghan Ministry of Defense 
activities and objectives.130 

Because of this close collaboration, DOD knew of the ANDSF’s shortcomings when the U.S. made the decision 
to withdraw military forces. For example, in February 2021, the Commander, U.S. Central Command warned 
that an early U.S. pullout could result in the Afghan government’s collapse.131 Yet a senior Afghan government 
official claimed that President Ghani was unaware of how dependent the ANDSF was on the United States. 
That official said that it was not until the final months before the Taliban takeover that President Ghani realized 
that the United States provided nearly everything except for the men actually doing the fighting. For example, 
when the ANA or AAF said that they were performing 95 percent of their operations independently, President 
Ghani incorrectly assumed that meant the full spectrum of operations, including the support elements. While 
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the ANDSF was leading the tactical fight, they were almost entirely reliant on the U.S. for logistics, 
reconnaissance, and combat enabler support such as intelligence and surveillance.132 

These overarching, long-term, dependent relationships affected ANDSF forces, including the AAF, the 
conventional ground forces of the ANA, the ANP, and the ground and air components of the Afghan Special 
Security Forces (including ANA commandos, ANP special units, and the Special Mission Wing air force).133  

The Afghan Air Force and Special Mission Wing Depended on U.S.-Coordinated Contracted Logistics Support  

The United States established an early pattern of providing the Afghan government with the aircraft that DOD 
wanted it to have, not the aircraft the Afghans requested or had experience maintaining. This blocked the 
Afghan government from developing the managerial skills needed to equip and maintain its own military 
because the United States did not allow it to own the procurement process, and therefore learn from mistakes 
made.134 With limited ownership and understanding of the equipping process, the Afghans lacked an 
understanding of the supply and logistics systems necessary to keep the AAF operational.135 

DOD was aware that the AAF and SMW did not have the capability to maintain their aircraft without contracted 
logistics support. In December 2020, DOD proclaimed that the SMW and AAF would not be able to fully manage 
their fleets on their own, but DOD also noted that even the United States uses contracted logistics support to 
sustain its aviation.136 At that time, DOD was reporting that Afghan maintainers conducted, at most, 40 percent 
of the maintenance for all AAF airframes, except for the Mi-17 utility helicopters, where they did 95 percent.137  

DOD also continued adjusting the AAF’s force structure until late in the Afghan conflict, creating additional 
managerial challenges for the Afghan government. For example, Afghans were familiar with the Soviet-era Mi-
17 helicopter that was a core AAF component at the start of the U.S. engagement in Afghanistan, and they 
were able to do most of the maintenance on those aircraft. In 2017, TAAC-Air estimated that the AAF would be 
able to completely maintain its Mi-17s by 2019.138 Nonetheless, at the time, DOD was proceeding to transition 
the AAF away from Mi-17s to the more complex U.S.-made UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter. TAAC-Air told us that 
the switch was due to geopolitical concerns, including U.S. protests against Russia’s annexation of Crimea and 
the unavailability of Russian-made spare parts. According to TAAC-Air, the shift from Mi-17s to UH-60s moved 
the date for AAF self-sufficiency back to at least 2030.139 Further, DOD also planned to replace the SMW’s Mi-
17s with CH-47 Chinook helicopters by 2023.140  

For these reasons, in December 2020, DOD reported that the AAF would continue to require contractor 
logistical support and supporting training contracts to maintain combat capability in the mid-term and long-
term.141 In March 2021, General Miller, Commander, Resolute Support, warned that the U.S. withdrawal could 
leave the ANDSF without vital air support and maintenance.142 That is exactly what happened: Former Afghan 
generals Sami Sadat and Haibatullah Alizai told us that the majority of the AAF’s UH-60s were grounded shortly 
after U.S. contractors withdrew.143 General Sadat added that when the U.S. contractors withdrew, every aircraft 
that had battle damage or needed maintenance was grounded. “In a matter of months, 60 percent of the 
Black Hawks were grounded, with no Afghan or U.S. government plan to bring them back to life,” he said. As a 
result, Afghan soldiers in isolated bases were running out of ammunition or dying for lack of medical 
evacuation capabilities.144 

The shortfalls in AAF and SMW operational capabilities brought on by the reduction in U.S. airstrikes and 
contracted logistics support, and the failure of the Afghan government to develop complementary systems in 
time meant that the conventional ANDSF elements, primarily the ANA and the ANP, were greatly exposed as 
the ground war with the Taliban intensified. In addition, the grounding of aircraft following the U.S. withdrawal 
hindered the ability of other ANDSF elements to maintain the fight against the Taliban. 

Afghan National Army and National Police Dependent on the Afghan Air Force for Supply and Logistics 

Taliban pressure on the ANDSF’s ground supply lines forced the ANDSF to move materiel and personnel by air 
as the ANDSF struggled to maintain the ground vehicles it needed to keep these ground supply lines open. The 
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portion of the maintenance workshare between the ANDSF and contractors for ground vehicle maintenance 
crashed in the final years. In October 2020, DOD noted that confidence in the maintenance assessment was 
limited, implying that the share of maintenance actually done by Afghans could be even lower than the roughly 
4 to 30 percent that the Afghans reported. DOD also noted that sufficient maintenance supplies were on hand, 
but that the ANDSF was struggling to distribute the supplies.145 Andarabi, the former Minister of Interior, told 
us that resupply was difficult because of checkpoints that were identified as inaccessible after U.S. air support 
was withdrawn, remained in place.146 Without open ground lines, ANDSF checkpoints needed to be resupplied 
by air, despite the limited AAF assets available. 

This was insufficient. According to Haibatullah Alizai, a former special operations commander appointed as 
Army chief by Ghani in the last weeks of the Afghan government, the ANDSF did not have access to medical 
evacuation, air support, and logistics due to helicopter maintenance shortfalls. This was especially the case 
after June 2021, when all U.S. contractors were withdrawn from Afghanistan and communications with their 
Afghan counterparts was reduced to virtual engagements.147 Without air mobility, ANDSF bases remained 
isolated and vulnerable to being cut off and overrun.148 As air mobility and contract management dwindled, 
vital ANDSF provisions such as food, fuel, and maintenance were often distributed to ANDSF commanders 
based on favoritism.149 

Although the ANDSF had stockpiled many U.S.-provided weapons and supplies, it struggled to move these 
items to meet field demands. ANDSF units complained they lacked ammunition, food, water, or other military 
equipment.150 Soon, the Taliban was overrunning increasing numbers of ANDSF checkpoints. As a result, in 
December 2020, the ANDSF abandoned 200 Kandahar checkpoints.151 The checkpoints that remained 
increasingly depended on the most highly trained units within the ANDSF, the Afghan Special Security Forces 
commandos, for protection in the face of Taliban attacks. 

Afghan Special Security Forces Depended on the U.S. Joint Planning Process, Operational Readiness 
Cycles, and Combat Enablers 

Afghan Special Security Forces, primarily the ANA Special Operations Command’s (ANASOC) commandos, were 
more capable than conventional ANA or ANP units, and had worked more closely with U.S. advisors than had 
the ANA or ANP. These factors created unique dependencies for ANASOC. In addition to U.S. materiel support 
in the form of maintenance, supply, logistics, and ammunition, ANASOC had become dependent on (1) the 
direction and leadership of U.S. advisors in the joint planning process, (2) U.S. advisors to help maintain the 
operational readiness cycles needed for commando effectiveness, and (3) U.S.-provided combat enablers such 
as intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities and air-ground coordination.152 

In recent years, the U.S. emphasized developing the Afghan Special Security Forces commandos, and these 
were the most capable forces in the ANDSF.153 Before the Doha agreement, the commandos had a close and 
consistent TAA relationship with senior U.S. military officers.154 After the Doha agreement, U.S. airpower and 
operations alongside the Afghan Special Security Forces nearly ended. At first, ANASOC commandos rose to the 
challenge and by July 2020, were conducting almost all of their missions “independently.” However, these 
missions still relied on the material support of the United States for supply and some logistics. At the same 
time, the commandos were already showing stress: During this period, the total number of missions were 
roughly half the number the Afghan Special Security Forces had been able to do a year earlier, with U.S, 
support. In short, the commandos were doing approximately the same number of independent missions as 
they did in 2019, but they were no longer doing any of the partnered missions in which the U.S. military 
accompanied Afghan forces on operations. The commandos also did very few of the enabled missions in which 
the United States provided technical support to Afghan-led military engagements, such as intelligence, 
logistics, and close air support.155 As U.S. engagement in the joint planning process declined, it became more 
difficult for U.S. advisors to shield the commandos from misuse, which directly affected their operational 
readiness.  
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The commandos were able to maneuver, amass power, and strike the Taliban with surprise and precision at a 
time and place of their choosing, but only if they had an appropriate period to rest and refit between missions—
concepts defined in close collaboration with U.S. advisors. DOD had stated that the ANASOC capabilities were 
dependent on the preservation of the operational readiness cycle, which specifically provided time for required 
maintenance, refit, and rest.156 

Yet, as AAF and SMW capabilities dwindled with U.S. troop and contractor withdrawal, and ANDSF checkpoints 
became more isolated, the ANASOC commandos were increasingly called upon to conduct missions to support 
ANDSF checkpoints from being overrun. This meant that rather than returning to base to rest and refit after a 
mission of short duration, the commandos were often left on the battlefield for extended periods. This was 
problematic because the commandos were designed with limited self-sustaining supply and logistics 
capabilities for missions no greater than 72 hours. Once the commandos remained on site beyond 72 hours, 
they became subject to the same supply and logistics problems that affected the ANDSF as a whole.157 

Further, once separated from the joint planning process and oversight of their U.S. advisors during long-
duration missions, the commandos fell under the tactical control of the ANA corps commanders, which 
interfered with their regular command-and-control structure. A simple commando mission to eliminate a 
specific target could easily devolve into a general counterinsurgency effort in support of the ANA corps. 
Commandos were a desirable asset for corps commanders because they brought air mobility and enhanced 
training—capabilities the corps needed due to their lack of ground resupply capabilities. Corps commanders 
had the ability to keep commandos on site past 72 hours, and often used them as little more than skilled 
infantry when this occurred, including reinforcing or manning checkpoints. DOD reported that this “increased 
[operational tempo], coupled with instances of misuse, directly affected the [operational readiness cycle] and 
integrity of ANASOC units.”158 

Conventional ANDSF units, arrayed across a variety of checkpoints, were capable only of reacting to the tempo 
set by the Taliban’s multi-front strategy.159 The enhanced training and special mission set of commandos was 
ideal for seizing the initiative and countering these Taliban threats to the ANDSF checkpoints. Once the U.S. no 
longer provided direct air support and enablers, however, the commandos were stretched to the limit of their 
abilities. The increasing pressure on them to reinforce other ANDSF components meant that the commandos’ 
special capabilities went unused.160 

President Ghani Frequently Changed ANDSF Leaders and Appointed Loyalists, 
Marginalizing Well-Trained ANDSF Officers Aligned with the United States  

In 2021, in the midst of rapidly deteriorating security, the Afghanistan Analysts Network wrote, “President 
Ghani replaced more than half of Afghanistan’s district police chiefs, along with almost all ANA corps 
commanders, the chief of the army, and the ministers of defense (once) and interior (twice).”161 The Ministers 
of Defense and Interior were replaced as late as June 19, 2021, by which time the Taliban already controlled 
134 of Afghanistan’s 407 districts, and contested another 178.162 At this late stage, Ghani also transferred 
security responsibility for provinces from governors to ANA corps commanders.163 

Former Minister of Finance Khalid Payenda described widespread political interference by the National Security 
Council into military appointments. The minister said that the Minister of Defense and the army leadership did 
not have the authority to hire or fire anyone. According to a former acting defense minister, President Ghani 
reacted to most setbacks by firing someone; his inner circle would then fill the personnel gaps based on 
connections and loyalties.164 The repeated hiring and firing of leaders not only placed the wrong people in 
critical positions, it incentivized those in power to prioritize their own positions rather than work in the country’s 
best interests. A former Afghan parliamentarian told us that in late July 2021, the Ministers of Defense and 
Interior appeared to care less about provincial security than trying to please the people who appointed them.165 
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By 2021, President Ghani was appointing growing numbers of loyalists, while sidelining the young generation 
of ANDSF officers with close ties to the U.S. military.166 A former interior minister told us that following the U.S.-
Taliban agreement, President Ghani began to suspect that the United States wanted to remove him from 
power. He responded by tightening the circle around him and replacing dozens of district police commanders 
who he thought were more loyal to other factions.167 

General Sadat, former commander of the Joint Special Operations Command, and former Minister of the Interior, 
Masoud Andarabi, both members of this U.S.-aligned generation, believed that Ghani feared a military coup.168 
According to General Sadat, President Ghani was a “paranoid president…afraid of his own countrymen,” and 
“changing commanders constantly [to] bring back some of the old-school Communist generals who [he] saw as 
loyal to him, instead of these American-trained young officers who he [mostly] feared.”169  

General Sadat told us that, in the week before Kabul fell, President Ghani replaced the new generation of 
young officers with the old guard of Communists in almost all of the army corps. General Khyal Nabi Ahmadzai 
was chosen to command the 207th corps in Herat because of his close family connections to President Ghani, 
and was the first corps commander to surrender with all his equipment, according General Sadat.170 On August 
11, 2021, according to a member of the provincial council, the 217th Corps surrendered in Kunduz, handing 
over Humvees, weapons, and other supplies to the Taliban, while more than 2,000 ANDSF troops were present 
at the base.171 By contrast, General Sadat’s own 215th Corps was still fighting 2 days after the fall of Kabul.172  

The U.S. military’s close mentorship of Afghan special forces likely created a class of military officers which 
President Ghani grew to view as more loyal to the United States than to his own government—in essence, a 
separate chain of command within the ANDSF.173 President Ghani seemed to imply this when he blamed U.S. 
promises of evacuation to elite military soldiers and intelligence officials as a main reason for the ANDSF’s 
collapse.174 However, others have argued that President Ghani was trying to push out all non-Pashtuns, 
especially those connected to the Northern Alliance, once it became clear that U.S. negotiations with the 
Taliban would likely depose him from the presidency.175 

Whatever President Ghani’s motives, many ANDSF and U.S. military officials believed that Kabul’s multiple 
leadership changes were fundamental to the ANDSF’s collapse. Former acting defense minister Shah Mahmud 
Miakhel told the Afghanistan Analysts Network that changes of leadership created a vacuum of leadership. The 
absence of consistent and quality leadership undercut the chain of command and coordination between the 
security institutions. It also weakened morale and trust, especially between Kabul and security forces in the 
field.176 Following the collapse, Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin testified before the House Armed Services 
Committee that, “we did not grasp the damaging effect of frequent and unexplained rotations by President 
Ghani of his commanders…which degraded the confidence of the troops and their leadership.”177 

The Afghan Government’s Failure to Develop a National Security Plan Hindered the 
ANDSF’s Ability to Counter the Taliban on Their Own  

The Afghan government failed to develop a workable national security strategy that could assume responsibility 
for nationwide security following the withdrawal of U.S. forces.178 One of the main problems was the lack of 
nationally oriented leaders that were competent in managing and coordinating national security affairs.179  

President Ghani’s multiple, late-stage leadership changes in 2021 weakened the ANDSF chain of command, 
trust, and morale.180 Non-Pashtuns and those connected to the Northern Alliance (often Tajiks with extensive 
military experience) were singled out and blocked from power.181 According to the former Afghan Chief of Army, 
General Haibatullah Alizai, President Ghani prevented General Alizai from pursuing a military strategy that 
President Ghani did not approve until the final days, including visiting field troops to bolster morale.182 While 
the Chief of Army reported that he was not permitted to leave Kabul, General Sami Sadat told SIGAR that 
“characters like me were feared,” and were barred from entering Kabul.183 
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President Ghani’s leadership changes were part of an ongoing strategy of political survival. During his 6-year 
administration, which started in 2014, President Ghani consolidated political power. By 2021, the Afghan 
government was commonly referred to as the “three-man republic,” consisting of President Ghani, his national 
security advisor, Hamidullah Mohib, and the head of the administrative office of the president, Fazal Fazli, 
none of whom had any security related experience.184 President Ghani was a cultural anthropologist and 
former World Bank economist; Fazli was a medical doctor and diplomat; and Mohib had completed his PhD 
dissertation in virtual reality entertainment and communications before joining the Afghan government.185 

Some Afghan officials have criticized President Ghani’s academic approach to running a government—and his 
micromanagement of the war. According to former Finance Minister Khalid Payenda, “The president was a 
Johns Hopkins professor; unfortunately, he would ‘grade papers.’ […] It was more important to portray a picture 
that did not exist than actually doing the job.”186 Another Afghan official told us, “The president [was] an 
academic. [He] would look into [resumes] and judge the commanders and [their] capability based on the 
schools they went to, or the previous jobs they had...This affected the quality of our commanders extremely 
negatively, and some people who got the command positions didn’t have the quality for leading men into 
battle.”187  

The lack of military interest within the inner circle posed significant problems for a country facing an existential 
security crisis. Instead of coming to terms with the crisis, and despite the role of the national security advisor, 
members of the inner circle appeared conditioned in their approach to security affairs by the virtual reality of a 
Kabul protected by U.S. security, and hampered by their lack of military experience. A senior Afghan official told 
us that “we thought the ANDSF had built its own [logistics capability] or at least were able to provide support” 
to military units in the field. The senior advisor claimed he was unaware that the Ministry of Defense did not 
possess even the capability to deliver ammunition to Kandahar, a task that the U.S. military previously 
accomplished. It was not until President Biden’s April 14, 2021, announcement of the final troop and 
contractor withdrawal date that this senior advisor and President Ghani’s inner circle said they realized that 
the ANDSF had no supply and logistics capability. Although the Afghan government had operated in this way for 
nearly 20 years, their realization came only 4 months before its collapse.188 

Despite a dearth of security experience within the “three-man republic,” President Ghani increasingly 
centralized security planning until the final days of the collapse. According to a former Minister of Interior, 
intelligence had become politicized under President Ghani, with the National Directorate of Security director 
sidelined in favor of the National Security Advisor and the Chief of Administration. Former Minister of Interior 
Masoud Andarabi told us that the National Directorate of Security had briefed President Ghani about the 
impending U.S. withdrawal 5 days before the April 14 announcement, but Afghanistan’s then-vice president 
told President Ghani that this was a U.S. plot, and the briefing was ignored.189 As one journalist put it, 
“Hamdullah Mohib, [the] National Security Advisor, with no military experience of his own, set up a command 
center in Afghanistan’s National Security Council, appointed district commanders and police chiefs over the 
objection of local leaders—even going so far as to dictate troop deployments and call in specific targets.” By 
June 2021, coalition military officials were reportedly worried that the National Security Advisor’s interference 
was weakening the ANDSF’s resolve.190 

Several Afghan government officials also criticized Kabul for marginalizing and undermining commanders and 
local security officials in the provinces. General Sadat told us that “governors, corps commanders, and chiefs 
of police were forced to do exactly everything as the center required. They never listened to what the reality on 
the ground really required. The solutions were usually devised in Kabul, [and] sent in a package” for local 
officials to implement. The former commander said that these ill-advised solutions usually did not get 
implemented, further discrediting the Afghan government.191  



 

 

SIGAR 22-22-IP/Collapse of the ANDSF Page 19 

U.S. Urges President Ghani to Consolidate ANDSF Checkpoints  

DOD recognized that President Ghani and his advisors were not taking national security seriously. For years, 
the United States tried to impress upon President Ghani that ownership of a national security strategy was 
critical. U.S. officials believed that this plan should include redeploying the ANDSF from thousands of difficult-
to-defend, high-casualty checkpoints to more defensible positions that protected key terrain, such as provincial 
capitals. Redeployment would also have had the benefit of relaxing pressure on the underdeveloped Afghan 
supply and logistics systems.192 Although the Afghan government made some moves as early as 2015 to 
redeploy ANA and ANP units, no one led a national checkpoint consolidation strategy, leaving the strategy 
unevenly implemented. Some leaders, such as Afghanistan’s Chief Executive Abdullah, felt the strategy simply 
handed territory to the Taliban. Others worried that abandoning difficult checkpoints to protect Kabul meant 
that they would abandon checkpoints in minority Uzbek and Hazara areas, and thereby exacerbate ethnic 
tensions. According to one senior Afghan official, checkpoints in Helmand Province were not even part of 
checkpoint consolidation because Afghan commanders felt that it was the last area that could provide any 
resistance to the Taliban. According to this perspective, if Helmand fell, Kandahar, Ghazni, and Kabul would 
follow in rapid succession.193 

ANDSF checkpoints were symbolic of the government’s presence in rural Afghanistan.194 A former interior 
minister told us that decisions to reduce checkpoints were often based on political and ethnic, not military, 
imperatives; for example, a Pashtun president could not abandon Pashtun areas to the Taliban.195 Additionally, 
the Afghan government did not want to look weak. One analyst told us there was a real fear that if the 
government appeared weak, “then the dominos would rapidly fall against them.”196 

At the same time, some Afghan leaders were aware that checkpoint reduction provided the Taliban greater 
freedom of movement. DOD, although it emphasized checkpoint reduction, admitted that increasing freedom 
of movement allowed the Taliban to set the operational tempo and cut supply lines that the ANDSF depended 
on. From the point of view of some Afghan leaders, earnestly pursuing checkpoint reduction would mean that 
“there’s only going to be the center left,” after the Taliban easily surrounded and captured checkpoints.197 
According to Jonathan Schroden, because ANDSF soldiers were inclined to static defense, rather than forward 
operations, a checkpoint reduction strategy also risked creating “castles in the middle of nowhere, not 
defended and surrounded by enemy territory.”198  

For years, President Ghani had successfully resisted U.S. calls to reduce isolated checkpoints because the U.S. 
Air Force continued to reinforce them. The president’s resistance faltered once the U.S. stopped providing 
logistical support, and the Afghans lacked the capability to provide it themselves.199 At any rate, the Afghan 
government did not consider a national security strategy until it was too late. After a Taliban blitz across the 
country during May and June 2021, President Ghani finally announced a national security strategy on July 26, 
2021. By then, little more than the capital was left in the Afghan government’s control.200 

President Ghani Insists on 6 More Months to Stabilize Afghanistan 

On June 25, 2021, a month before he announced his national security strategy, President Ghani met with 
President Biden in Washington to ask for additional U.S. financial and military aid. According to officials 
present during the meeting, President Ghani said that “our goal for the next 6 months is to stabilize the 
situation.”201 Some Ghani administration officials balked at the idea of a 6-month plan to reconfigure the 
Afghan security forces—or at least they claimed as much in their interviews and op-eds months after the 
collapse. A former governor of the Central Bank of Afghanistan wrote that “the comment [about needing 6 
months] seemed out of touch with the rapidly advancing Taliban. I wanted instead to hear the 1-week plan.”  

As provincial capitals began to fall in the first days of August, the Ministries of Defense and Interior began 
discussing plans to consolidate the remaining Afghan forces to defend Kabul. According to a former senior 
Afghan official, on the day before Kabul’s collapse, former Army chief Haibatullah Alizai briefed a plan created 
with Rear Admiral Peter Vasely, the top U.S. military officer in Afghanistan at that time, to revive the corps 
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commands that had collapsed. The plan required 2 weeks to revive the commands and another 4 months to 
consolidate, after which Afghan forces could begin pushing back the Taliban. (According to the Afghan official, 
U.S. close air support would be provided as well—a promise that President Biden had in fact made on a call 
with Ghani on July 23, 2021, on the condition that there would be a clear military strategy in place for the U.S. 
to support.) General Sadat was tapped to lead Kabul’s defense.202 

Even then, there was insufficient planning from the palace. General Sadat said that by the time he was called 
to Kabul to command Afghanistan’s special forces, it was too late because the Taliban was already entering 
the city.203 On that day, August 15, President Ghani boarded a helicopter and fled the country. Some Afghan 
and U.S. officials believe that Kabul would not have fallen had Ghani remained in the capital.204 One Afghan 
MD-530 squadron commander told us that he arrived in Kabul on August 14 ready to defend the capital with 
12 MD-530 attack helicopters and 17 pilots. However, once President Ghani left, plans for the government’s 
protection dissolved and self-preservation instincts took over. For example, the squadron commander said that 
as soon as the president left the country, anyone who could fly an aircraft fled to neighboring Tajikistan or 
Uzbekistan.205 

The Taliban’s Military Campaign Effectively Exploited ANDSF Weaknesses  

The Taliban executed an effective campaign that isolated—both physically and psychologically—ANDSF forces 
and undermined their willingness to fight.206 The Afghan government’s strategy focused on holding terrain 
through checkpoints and small outposts scattered throughout country. Politically, this posture allowed the 
Afghan government to say it was denying the Taliban terrain. Militarily, however, the approach dispersed units 
across the country, rendering them unable to mutually reinforce one another and dependent on centrally 
coordinated resupply structures. The Taliban isolated ANDSF outposts by exploiting this vulnerability.207 

Already exposed due to its dispersed posture, the ANDSF became even more pregnable as a result of unequal 
adherence to peace agreement concessions. A former senior advisor to President Ghani explained that the 
reduction in violence effort preceding and following the signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement, which entailed 
Afghan forces taking a defense posture, affected the 2020 ANDSF’s summer fighting season.208 Although the 
ANDSF continued to curtail offensive operations during the fighting season based to its understanding of the 
agreement, the Taliban announced a resumption of military operations just days after it was signed.209 On 
March 19, 2020, Afghanistan’s acting minister of defense ordered the Afghan army to assume an active 
defensive posture (wherein forces at least had the right to attack the enemy when it was preparing to attack) in 
response to the lack of reduction in Taliban attacks—despite Taliban commitments to do just that. On April 14, 
2020, a Ministry of Defense spokesperson said that the level of Taliban attacks “dramatically increased” 
following the signing of the U.S.-Taliban agreement and remained high thereafter.210 

When the United States scaled back air support following the signing of the agreement, the AAF was not able to 
compensate for the drop in U.S. missions. As General Sadat described it, the AAF was “very effective but very 
small.”211 That left the Taliban greater freedom to move around the country unchecked by ANDSF or coalition 
forces. Ultimately, this enabled the Taliban to transition from a hit-and-run insurgency, and towards amassing 
forces and posing an overwhelming combat power against isolated ANDSF bases.212  

While ANDSF forces were limited to a defensive posture, the Taliban took advantage of its freedom of 
movement to launch an undeclared offensive targeting vulnerable ANDSF supply lines.213 General Sadat told 
us that an Afghan military assessment found that in 2020, the Taliban caused $600 million in damage to 
roads, electricity lines, schools, canals, and bridges in Helmand Province alone. The Taliban caused even more 
destruction in Kandahar, including damage to Highway 1 that links Kandahar and Kabul. Sadat said, “It was 
the same story all across the country.” General Sadat also said that the curtailment of U.S. air strikes gave the 
Taliban increased movement, and as a result, the Taliban moved to cut off transportation lines and ground 
communications. Over time, Sadat said, fighting the Taliban “became more and more difficult.”214  
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Reporting from early 2021 showed the extent of the Taliban’s campaigns and other elements of its strategy, 
including surrounding district centers, capturing those in the north first, and seizing strategic border crossings. 
As of February 2021, The New York Times reported that the Taliban had “been encroaching on key cities around 
Afghanistan for months…capturing military bases and police outposts and installing highway checkpoints near 
capital cities in provinces such as Helmand and Uruzgan in the south, and Kunduz and Baghlan in the north.”215 
During a 2020 fall offensive, the Taliban took swaths of territory and then mostly held their ground despite 
counterattacks. Around the northern city of Kunduz, the Taliban took outposts and military bases, terrorizing 
ANDSF forces with small armed drones. In neighboring Pul-i-Khumri, Taliban fighters captured “important 
highways in a stranglehold of the city, threatening main lifelines to Kabul,” and in Kandahar city, they pummeled 
the surrounding districts, moving closer to taking the provincial capital.216 According to the district’s mayor, 
Taliban commanders told tribal officials that they deliberately stopped short of taking Panjwai because leaders 
told them to wait and see how the next phase of peace negotiations played out.217  

The situation in Kandahar was a reflection of security around the country: the Taliban swept through districts 
across Afghanistan, removing buffers protecting provincial capitals.218 By August 11, 2021, with fewer 
obstacles in the Taliban’s way in the countryside, it easily surrounded and harassed cities around most of the 
country.219 Andrew Watkins, the International Crisis Group’s senior Afghanistan analyst, told Vox at the time  

What they seem to be doing seems to be something they planned on for quite some time, which is to 
cut off the government’s ability to resupply other areas of the country, to cut off the government’s 
ability to move from point A to point B on the country’s roads, and to surround and choke off the 
country’s cities—not to fight their way through each and every city of the country, but to pressure the 
government to collapse.220 

The Taliban’s campaign to take the north early on surprised ANDSF forces and took advantage of weaknesses 
in their positioning.221 Former Afghan army chief Haibatullah Alizai told us, “We thought Helmand would be the 
first to fall. We didn’t want that because it would have a big negative impact on morale for the ANDSF and a big 
positive impact for the Taliban. So, we sent support to Helmand.” Alizai added, “We focused on the south 
because we did not want the Taliban to win their homeland. We thought the north could be controlled. The 
south was the Taliban’s support network. We wanted to hold them there, and that’s what we did. But, yeah, 
that happened in the north.”222 

In July 2021, the Taliban had also started seizing border crossings with Tajikistan, Iran, and Pakistan, depriving 
the Afghan government of critical customs revenues.223 Watkins told Vox, “As important as the Taliban capturing 
provincial capitals is that the Taliban has begun to capture large, commercial cross-border customs points, and 
they’ve done so for several central Asian countries that border Afghanistan, as well as at crossing points into 
Iran and Pakistan.”224 On June 22, 2021, the Taliban took the strategic Shirkhan Bandar border crossing with 
Tajikistan, which generated millions of dollars daily for the Afghan government, without firing a shot.225  

These conditions made resupply, evacuations, movement, all more difficult for the overwhelmed AAF. As early 
as 2017, Marine Corps Maj. Gen. Roger B. Turner, then commander of U.S. Marines in Helmand Province, told 
us the ANDSF was having to rely on air-only resupply due to Taliban interference with ground supply routes. 
Mi17s at the corps headquarters level had to fly into Marjah, Sangin, and other districts where the ANDSF had 
lost ground.226 At the end of April 2021, The New York Times published an assessment that described some 
ANA bases in Helmand Province as surrounded by Taliban-controlled areas and wholly reliant on helicopter 
resupply.227 As the Taliban gained ground in 2020 and 2021, these conditions became increasingly untenable 
for the AAF. The surging tempo of Taliban attacks required increased calls for airstrikes, greater need for 
medical evacuations, and an increasingly urgent need to move personnel and supplies.  

By June 2021, the two elements primarily used for reinforcement and recapture operations—the commandos 
and the AAF—were wearing thin. According to security expert Jonathan Schroden, in June 2021 alone, the AAF 
conducted 491 airstrikes, about 16 a day. The swelling demand for AAF support, along with the loss of three-
fourths of U.S. contracted aircraft maintainers between April and June 2021, led to significant drops in aircraft 
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readiness rates. To deliver even the same number of flight hours, the smaller fleet had to fly “well beyond their 
recommended flight-hour limits,” Schroden noted. By the end of June 2021, “the main advisory element to the 
AAF estimated that all available airframes were exceeding scheduled maintenance intervals by at least 25 
percent, and aircrews were flying hours well beyond levels recommended by safety protocols.”228 

When asked how limited AAF air assets were balanced to achieve all of these responsibilities, former Afghan 
army chief Alizai said, “That was the biggest problem: we couldn’t. Before June, we were in a better position; all 
the Black Hawks had maintenance contractors who could repair them in 24 hours. After June, Black Hawks 
had to be fixed in Dubai, which took weeks to months. So, during every [medical evacuation], a Black Hawk 
would be shot, and one round was enough to bring down the [helicopter] for maintenance.”229 Alizai also noted 
the size constraints of the AAF and their ability to respond to Taliban attacks across the county: “If the Taliban 
come close to a checkpoint, and you only have the Afghan Air Force—which was just two A-29s for operations 
across Afghanistan, just two A29s is not helpful.”230  

As resupply became more difficult and the AAF increasingly overtaxed, ANDSF forces would call for backup or 
resources from the AAF, which was increasingly unable to respond. Afghan bases that were scattered and 
isolated across the country were left exposed; soldiers would either run out of ammunition or wounded soldiers 
would die because they lacked air transport for medical evacuations.231 As one woman from Jaghatu in Ghazni 
told researchers from the Afghan Analysts Network, “The security forces [ANDSF] only resisted [the Taliban 
attack] for an hour and a half. They had been surrounded for a week and didn’t have any food or water left. It 
was raining at that time and the soldiers were drinking rainwater.”232 The Afghan forces’ sense of 
abandonment grew as food, water, and ammunition dwindled.233 One resident of Badghis Province told Afghan 
Analysts Network researchers 

The army soldiers didn’t have water to drink or bullets to fight with, so they had to surrender. The 
Taleban [fighters], who were from this province, knew each corner and route in the districts and could 
fight more easily than the army forces, who were from other provinces. But the main reason behind 
the defeat of the army was the lack of support from the central government. In Muqur district, they lost 
almost 45 soldiers in a single day after the provincial government ordered the armed forces to retreat 
and take their weapons with them. They were promised that other forces would come to help them, 
but none were sent…the Taliban attacked and killed them all.234 

The scenario was foreseeable: In a January 2021 report, Schroden had estimated that a U.S. withdrawal would 
erode the ANDSF’s technical advantage, as aircraft became damaged by increasing overuse and 
cannibalization of technical capabilities. His prediction proved correct.235  

The Taliban Employed Psychological Operations to Pressure ANDSF Forces into Surrendering  

Having physically isolated ANDSF outposts, limited freedom of movement, and hampered resupply, the Taliban 
added additional psychological pressure. The combination wore down the already strained ANDSF forces. 
Taliban psychological tactics included repeated direct outreach or dispatching elders to pressure forces and 
their leaders to surrender. In some cases, the Taliban would even buy out local forces or offer money and other 
incentives in exchange for surrender.236 Taliban pressure was not applied solely to ANDSF personnel; these 
concerted efforts could also include pressuring their families with the goal of getting them to convince their 
loved one to surrender.237 The Afghanistan Analysts Network concluded that most provinces fell to the Taliban 
through deals whereby government officials coordinated with tribal elders, who mediated between the 
government and the Taliban—or, alternatively, the Taliban directed tribal elders to convince government forces 
to surrender the districts and provinces.238 In some cases, it appears that those who surrendered were left 
alone, while in others, the Taliban later targeted those they knew had been ANDSF personnel.239 

Reports note the pressure often came from Taliban Invitation and Guidance Committees, which intervened 
after insurgents cut off roads and supplies to surrounded outposts. Either committee or Taliban military 
leaders phoned commanders, offering to spare troops if they surrendered their outposts, weapons, and 
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ammunition.240 “They [the Taliban committees] call and say the Taliban are powerful enough to defeat the U.S. 
and they can easily take Laghman Province, so you should remember this before we kill you,” Laghman’s 
former governor told The New York Times.241 “The Taliban commander and the Invitation and Guidance 
Committee called me more than 10 times and asked me to surrender,” said a district police chief in Wardak 
Province, who surrendered his command center and weapons on May 11 after negotiations mediated by local 
elders.242 “A Taliban commander calls me all the time, trying to destroy my morale, so that I’ll surrender,” said 
one police commander in Laghman Province.243 

In a recording, one police officer explained that the Taliban sent tribal elders who said, “Surrender, you are sold 
out, no one will help you.”244 In Laghman Province, negotiations for seven outposts lasted 10 days. Ultimately, 
at least 120 soldiers and police were reportedly given safe passage to the government-held provincial center 
after handing over their weapons and equipment.245 A village elder involved shared that different elders 
negotiated with commanders of each outpost, guaranteeing the Afghan forces would not be killed if they 
surrendered.246 According to one elder who negotiated the surrenders, “We told them, ‘Look, your situation is 
bad — reinforcements aren’t coming.’”247 The tactic was so effective some outpost commanders would refuse 
to speak to Taliban negotiators or elders—many of whom were handpicked Taliban supporters as opposed to 
neutral mediators.248 Elders were not the only figures involved in coordinating surrenders. In certain districts, 
businessmen and other influential people all played a role, telling government officials, “The central 
government will not help you if you fight.”249 

These psychological operations took advantage of ANDSF forces’ very real desperation and isolation, as well as 
the chaos, lack of cohesion, and information vacuum that existed in 2020 and 2021. The secrecy around U.S.-
Taliban negotiations and the Doha agreement meant there was a lack of official information for the ANDSF. 
Taliban propaganda weaponized that vacuum against local commanders and elders by claiming the Taliban 
had a secret deal with the United States for certain districts or provinces to be surrendered to it.250 One former 
senior Afghan official told us that the Taliban used this tactic quite effectively, telling forces, “They’re going to 
give us this territory, why would you want to fight? We will forgive you…we will even give you 5,000 Afghanis for 
your travel expenses.” Having not been paid for months, the police would abandon their posts. Then, “the army 
panicked; they thought the police made a deal, and they’re going to be butchered. So, the army made a run for 
it too. That started a cascading effect.”251  

In some areas, local deals were struck, but chaos and lack of cohesion between ANDSF forces meant some 
were unaware of the surrender. In Spin Boldak, one resident told Afghanistan Analysts Network researchers, “I 
think a deal had already been made and that was why there were no [big] clashes. Some policemen started 
fighting the Taleban; they weren’t aware of the deal. The Taleban called to them through loudspeakers, 
shouting: ‘Don’t fight. Your commanders have already surrendered.’”252 In others, ANDSF forces were ordered 
not to fight encroaching Taliban forces by the central government. One resident of Faizabad told Afghanistan 
Analysts Network researchers, “The Taleban took Faizabad, not because they won a battle, but because the 
central government ordered the army not to fight…There was an order from the presidential palace to cede 
ground, which really demoralised the army—that’s why they left and escaped to different places.”253 A former 
local government official from Feroz Koh in Ghor explained to the researchers, “We’d been asking for air 
support, but instead, we received an order by the national security adviser [Hamdullah Mohib] to tell all district 
army commanders to make a tactical retreat.”254 Ultimately, one researcher told Schroden, “There was little or 
no central coordination, no chance of help or backup or resupplies, and a scarcity of clear messages, or 
leadership, from the Palace.” Given those conditions, ANDSF units that did fight back inevitably faced a choice 
to flee, surrender, negotiate withdrawal, or fight to death.255 By making this dire situation abundantly clear to 
government forces—and offering a means of survival—the Taliban successfully secured widespread surrenders. 

The Taliban also pushed an aggressive media campaign to paint their victory as inevitable. The Taliban’s online 
propaganda push intensified as its military campaigns gained momentum, particularly in August 2021.256 On 
Twitter alone, the most-followed Taliban spokesperson bombarded the social media site with triumphant 
propaganda the week before Kabul fell, and a majority of Zabiullah Mujahid’s tweets benefited from likes and 
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retweets in addition to a tactic called “copypasta”—slang for copy-and-pasted identical text tweeted out by 
other user accounts.257 Many of these copypasta tweets appear to have been artificially generated, but the 
effect was to extend the Taliban spokesman’s original tweets even further.258 The Taliban focused its efforts on 
strategic or symbolic targets. For example, as the Taliban reached Mazar-i-sharif and cities close to Kabul, 
Twitter amplification of its posts served to intimidate and demonstrate the insurgency’s strength. Many posts 
specifically referred to governors’ quarters, police headquarters, and prisons that the Taliban had just 
captured, stating that weapons and equipment were commandeered.259 Capturing weapons, then 
broadcasting those captures on social media, had the simultaneous impact of expanding actual Taliban 
military capabilities as well as psychologically intimidating Afghan forces.260 The Taliban’s manipulation of the 
information space worked to create a sense of inevitability that bolstered their military victories.261 

The ubiquity of Taliban propaganda online dealt an additional blow to ANDSF morale and heightened anxieties 
of isolated forces.262 When surrenders occurred, they took on a snowball effect whereby each—especially high- 
profile ones—amplified the credibility of Taliban messaging and fed into the next surrender.263  

A NUMBER OF FACTORS CONTRIBUTED TO THE UNDERDEVELOPMENT OF THE 
ANDSF 

We had found nine factors that contributed to U.S. and Afghan governments’ ineffectiveness and inefficiencies 
in reconstructing Afghanistan’s entire security sector over the 20-year mission. In total, for the United States 
alone, the mission spanned 4 U.S. presidents, 10 ambassadors, 7 Secretaries of State, 8 Secretaries of 
Defense, 12 CSTC-A commanders, 8 CENTCOM commanders, and 18 U.S. and coalition ISAF/Resolute Support 
commanders.264 These factors included the facts that 

 no single country or agency had complete ownership of the ANDSF development; 

 the length of U.S. commitment did not reflect the actual time required to build an entire security 
sector; 

 advisors were often ill-trained and inexperienced for their mission, and personnel rotations impeded 
institutional memory; 

 the United States created long-term dependencies by taking over equipment procurement for the 
ANDSF and providing the ANDSF with advanced equipment it could not independently sustain; 

 during the 2009 to 2014 military surge years, the U.S. military struggled to balance the competing 
goals of improving security to allow for a U.S. drawdown with developing self-sustaining ANDSF 
capabilities;  

 U.S. metrics created to measure the development of the ANDSF were insufficient;  

 the U.S. and Afghan governments failed to develop a police force effective at providing justice and 
responding to criminal activities that plagued the daily lives of Afghan citizens;  

 Afghan government corruption harmed ANDSF capabilities and morale;  

 Afghan officials lacked ownership of military strategies and access to critically important tracking and 
accountability systems.  

These nine factors were intertwined and worked together to create inefficiencies in the U.S. government’s 
approach, resulting in an ANDSF dependent upon long-term international support. 
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No Single Country or Agency Had Complete Ownership of the ANDSF Development 
Mission, Leading to a Piecemeal and Uncoordinated Approach  

The security sector assistance mission in Afghanistan lacked an enduring and comprehensive plan led by a 
single person, agency, military service, or country responsible for all U.S. and international activities aimed at 
developing the ANDSF or the ministries of defense and interior.265 The United States divided responsibility for 
developing the ANDSF’s capabilities among multiple agencies and services, each of which assigned these 
tasks to advisors normally deployed for a year or less.266 We found command and control authority issues 
between the international partner nations, synchronization problems between regional commands and 
ministerial development efforts led by CSTC-A, as well as a disjointed U.S. interagency coordination among 
civilian and military leadership. 

Unlike traditional U.S. security sector assistance activities conducted bilaterally through the U.S. embassy, the 
U.S. effort in Afghanistan was conducted multilaterally under a NATO mission.267 This had benefits and 
drawbacks. While it distributed the burden of building Afghan security forces among several nations, it 
complicated program oversight, coordination, and assessment of the program’s direction and progress, both 
internationally and among U.S. agencies.268 Moreover, even within the military command, the dual-hatted U.S.-
NATO commander did not have absolute authority over how the ANDSF was trained and advised in different 
parts of the country.269 Security sector assistance activities largely rested with the U.S. military; however, no 
specific DOD organization or military service was assigned ownership of the mission’s key aspects, which 
hindered the standardization of security assistance programs.270 These findings are not new: SIGAR made 
these conclusions in 2019 in a lessons learned report, Divided Responsibility: Lessons from U.S. Security 
Sector Assistance Efforts in Afghanistan, which outlined in depth the United States’ command and control 
challenges with its security sector assistance mission.  

The divided and uncoordinated approach to developing the ANDSF started in 2002. Although the United States 
was ill-prepared to initiate the wholesale development of Afghanistan’s national army, and lacked the 
established organizational, agency, and inter-agency doctrine, policies, and dedicated resources, the United 
States took the lead for building the ANA.271 Coalition partners accepted responsibility for other efforts with 
police reform (Germany), counternarcotics (United Kingdom), judicial reform (Italy), and disarmament, 
demobilization, and reintegration (Japan).272 Within the ANA development mission, the French and British 
agreed to help the United States develop the ANA. The French committed to assuming responsibility for 
training the Afghan officers and establishing a Command and General Staff College, while the British 
established a non-commissioned officer program and officer candidate school.273 The United States focused 
on training enlisted soldiers and constructing the National Military Academy, in partnership with Turkey.274 This 
division of labor created challenges for the new ANA, stemming from international partners’ varying visions of 
the roles and responsibilities of soldiers and officers.275 Lead responsibility for constructing the Afghan 
National Police was initially given to Germany in 2002, but was quickly transferred to State, and then to 
DOD.276 However, SIGAR found in 2017 that none of the entities involved in police construction were equipped 
to provide the proper training or development programs needed.277 

Starting in 2009, ownership for developing the ANDSF existed within the newly established NATO Training 
Mission–Afghanistan (NTM-A), which would oversee NATO’s development, training, and advising of the ANA and 
ANP, parallel to the U.S.-led CSTC-A organization.278 Both CSTC-A and NTM-A were staffed with a constant 
rotation of military officers.279 Lack of continuity, control, and limited visibility from these organizations over 
activities conducted by advisors in the field increased the likelihood that advisors provided guidance to ANA 
and ANP units that may not have aligned with policies at the ministerial level, and vice versa. Reestablishing 
clearly defined command authority between the ministerial, operational, and tactical missions would have 
improved U.S. efforts to coordinate ANDSF combat capabilities, ministerial institutions, and interoperability 
among various Afghan security elements.280 
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In 2009, ISAF implemented a further split in ownership between tactical advising in the field and ministerial 
advising in Kabul. NATO created the ISAF Joint Command, through which its regional commands began training 
and advising Afghan army and police units in the field, while NTM-A/CSTC-A developed institutional capabilities 
at the Ministries of Defense and Interior.281 This divide created challenges in the command structure and 
synchronization of security sector assistance efforts.282 

There was also a disjointed command-and-control relationship between the U.S. military and civilian 
leadership. Traditional security sector assistance missions in other countries are led by the U.S. ambassador. 
However, in Afghanistan, ISAF and Resolute Support operated independently from the U.S. ambassador and 
other international organizations involved in developing Afghanistan’s security capabilities, which hindered 
interagency coordination.283 The senior U.S. military commander in Afghanistan reported back to the Secretary 
of Defense through the regional combatant commander, with no specified responsibility for coordinating with 
the U.S. ambassador or U.S. embassy.284 Coordination between the senior U.S. military commander and the 
U.S. ambassador was based on the personality and the initiative of two individuals.285 

Length of the U.S. Commitment Did Not Reflect the Actual Time Required to Build a 
Security Sector 

U.S. officials in Afghanistan faced a dilemma: they could satisfy overwhelming pressure from both Congress 
and agency leadership to show progress by focusing on short-term achievements, or they could take the 
necessary time to work through the Afghan government to ensure it had the long-term capacity to manage 
improvements to Afghan institutions and infrastructure. Too often, the answer was the former.286 We 
concluded in our August 2021 report, What We Need to Learn: Lessons from Twenty Years of Afghanistan 
Reconstruction, that the U.S. government consistently underestimated the time required to rebuild 
Afghanistan, including its security forces, and created unrealistic timelines and expectations.287 The report 
found that many U.S. government decisions created a counterproductive cycle: Short-term goals generated 
short timelines, which created new problems addressed by more short-term goals.288 When that approach 
failed, the U.S. government developed yet another short-term goal of withdrawing all troops almost 
immediately; SIGAR warned this risked depriving the reconstruction mission of the personnel needed to 
oversee security assistance.289  

We have outlined a number of shifts in U.S. policy over the course of reconstruction efforts that underscore this 
emphasis on short-term goals and short timelines to the detriment of realities on the ground. Initial efforts 
under the Bush administration were characterized by an aversion to nation building, a focus on counter-
terrorism, and a “light footprint” approach to war.290 President Bush eventually moved away from his aversion 
to extended foreign interventions, more than quadrupling reconstruction funds from 2002 to 2005, but the 
U.S. government continued to push for short-term gains, even if it meant taking shortcuts and failing to develop 
the necessary capacity within the Afghan government.291 In December 2009, President Obama shifted U.S. 
policy towards an ambitious counterinsurgency strategy and troop surge, giving U.S. and Afghan security forces 
18 months to build the capacity and expand the reach of the Afghan government.292 By 2017, with most of the 
U.S. troops out and the Taliban making gains, the strategy shifted once more under the Trump administration, 
this time with the intent of driving the Taliban to the negotiating table.293 

Similarly, U.S. predictions on how quickly the ANDSF would be able to achieve specific milestones were often 
optimistic, resulting in a constant re-setting of the goal posts. As an example, our 2017 report highlighted that 
in 2006 the CSTC-A Campaign Plan identified three lines of operation: (1) build and develop ministerial 
institutional capability, (2) generate fielded forces, and (3) develop the fielded forces.294 According to the plan, 
the third and final phase would occur when the Afghan government assumed responsibility for its security 
needs.295 The initial forecasts had this phase scheduled to begin in mid-2009, just 3 years after the plan was 
conceived.296 In our 2017 report, Reconstructing the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces: Lessons 
Learned from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, we noted that a directive drafted by then-Ambassador 
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Ronald Neumann and then-Lt. Gen. Karl Eikenberry said that troop withdrawals could begin as early as FY 
2006, with a completion date between FY 2011 and FY 2012.297 In reality, the U.S. drawdown did not occur 
until much later. U.S. training of ANDSF units existed until shortly after President Biden’s withdrawal 
announcement in April 2021, and the final withdrawal did not occur until August 2021.298 

In 2009, the change in the U.S. president ushered in a shift in U.S. policy in Afghanistan, yet the emphasis on 
condensed timelines continued. In 2009, President Obama announced his counterinsurgency strategy, which 
would involve a surge of U.S. troops and civilians to build the capacity of the Afghan government to protect 
Afghans and expand its reach within 18 months.299 In 2010, President Obama announced a 2014 withdrawal 
date for U.S. combat forces, with transitional efforts beginning in 2011.300 This policy, shaped around an 
arbitrary exit timeline, created an urgency to defeat the Taliban, expand the Afghan government’s reach, and 
transition on schedule.301  

In June 2013, following the official transition of security responsibilities to the ANDSF, President Obama aimed 
to make good on his pledge to withdraw U.S. combat forces and reduce the U.S. footprint to a small, embassy-
centric presence by the end of 2016.302 By January 2015, advising the ANA was restricted to the corps level 
and above, leaving tactical level ANDSF units without the dedicated advisors they had grown accustomed to.303 
Contrary to DOD estimates about the speed in which the ANDSF could grow in size and capabilities, the ANDSF 
was unable to secure the country and prevent the re-emergence of terrorist sanctuaries with the planned levels 
of U.S. and international military assistance.304 To address a security situation that was deteriorating more 
rapidly than forecast, President Obama extended timelines and resource commitments.305  

President Trump publicly expressed his opposition to remaining in Afghanistan even before his 2016 election, 
calling it “a complete waste,” and that it was “time to come home!”306 Despite his personal opposition, Trump 
agreed with his national security team to implement the South Asia strategy in August 2017, increasing troop 
deployments to Afghanistan and expanding the U.S. military’s ability to conduct operations and support the 
ANDSF.307 This included the deployment of the U.S. Army’s 1st Security Force Assistance Brigade to 
Afghanistan, which provided advisors to the ANA down to the battalion level.308 This commitment was not long 
term, however. The Trump administration’s agreement with the Taliban, promising to remove all U.S. military 
forces and contractors from Afghanistan within 14 months, was signed in February 2020.309 

A number of military officers commented on the nature of U.S. decision making in Afghanistan and compared it 
to the longer vision the United States had for reconstructing the South Korean military. For example, General 
John Nicholson argued that the United States lacked “strategic patience” in Afghanistan, whereas in South 
Korea it had afforded a long-term outlook.310 Similarly, Maj. Gen. Roger Turner felt that the U.S. political 
leadership was “always trying to push us to get out of there and transition”—despite a decades-long U.S. 
presence and partnership in places like South Korea.311 (For more information on the comparison between the 
long-term U.S. approach in Koreas as compared to the shorter-tem approaches taking in Vietnam, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan, see Appendix II). 

Advisors Were Often Ill-Trained and Inexperienced for Their Mission, and Personnel 
Rotations Impeded Institutional Memory 

Creating professional military advisors requires long-term assignments, proper incentives, and the ability to 
refine advisor skills through multiple deployments and training cycles.312 DOD efforts to institutionalize security 
sector assistance programs suffered from a lack of institutional memory and high levels of personnel turnover, 
short-term rotations, and a failure to develop a cadre of advisors with regional and functional expertise.313  

In 2019, we reported that throughout the conflict, military advisors did not receive specific training on advisor 
fundamentals or defense institutional capacity building.314 Many uniformed personnel selected to advise the 
Afghan Ministries of Defense and Interior were selected as an individual augmentee—individuals deployed on a 
single assignment and not part of a team—and received no ministerial advisor-specific training prior to 
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deployment.315 Advisors reported that the pre-deployment training they received focused largely on “combat 
survival skills, without sufficient emphasis on Afghan-centric mentoring and training skills specific to their 
assignments.”316 In-theater training for NTM-A and CSTC-A advisors was limited to a single half-day advisor 
course.317 For example, during one iteration of the course, only 5 of the 26 newly arrived advisors had received 
previous training at an advisor training center.318 SIGAR found that DOD did not ensure that all of its advisors 
completed their required pre-deployment training. Instead, some advisors studied on their own to prepare for 
their mission, an approach most described as inadequate.319 

In addition to poorly trained advisors, the U.S. military and NATO consistently had difficulty meeting personnel 
requirements for advising units. In 2008 and 2009, the U.S. military was able to meet only about a third of its 
personnel requirements for embedded training teams.320 By 2013, the Government Accountability Office 
determined that while the Army and Marine Corps were able to fill Security Force Assistance advisor teams 
appropriately, they continued to run into issues when it came to meeting specific rank and skill 
requirements.321 Similarly, NATO, plagued by the inability or unwillingness of contributing member countries to 
deploy trainers, almost always experienced staffing levels below 50 percent. For example, in May 2011, we 
found that only 1,370 of the required 2,800 NTM-A trainers were in place.322 As a result, officer experience and 
skill were often overlooked or mismatched in favor of availability.323 

We also found that the U.S. and coalition effort in Afghanistan was dominated by the rotational deployments of 
civilian and military units on short tours of duty, usually from 4 to 12 months—a consistent, critical challenge to 
the U.S. advisory effort in Afghanistan.324 A U.S. general described these short deployments as “easiest to 
sustain, rather than the most effective…continuity was one of the great failures.”325 In the long term, expedited 
tours of duty hindered institutional knowledge and a continuity of effort, and lack of embedded advisors 
contributed to a breakdown or gaps in critical U.S.-Afghan relationships and a mutual lack of trust.326  

The U.S. Created Long-Term Dependencies by Taking Over Equipment Procurement 
for the ANDSF and Providing Advanced Equipment the ANDSF Could Not 
Independently Sustain 

Beginning in 2002, initial efforts to arm the new ANDSF focused on sustainable light infantry capabilities, 
which depended primarily on the donations of Soviet-era weaponry and equipment from former Soviet-bloc 
countries.327 These weapons required little maintenance, functioned in rough terrain, and were relatively 
familiar to Afghan soldiers and recruits.328  

Starting in 2005, DOD began to acquire equipment for Afghanistan using the pseudo Foreign Military Sales 
process, which is used for countries that lack financial resources and the capability to define their own 
requirements.329 As security started to deteriorate and the Taliban regained a foothold, DOD began considering 
ways to upgrade the ANA’s armored, mobility, and firepower capabilities—including the formation of an air 
force.330 These decisions provided the ANDSF with equipment and systems the Afghan government could not 
afford to maintain, making it reliant on U.S. maintainers. It also led to a lack of Afghan ownership and 
understanding of the equipping process.331 

The transition to Western-style weaponry, equipment, and systems further cemented U.S. control over the 
procurement process and limited Afghan capacity to carry out such functions.332 In 2019, we reported that this 
“hindered the development of an institutional capacity that is foundational for a long-term defense 
relationship.”333 For example, our 2019 report highlighted the 2014 decision to transition the AAF to C-130s. 
By 2018, despite flying C-130s for several years, the AAF was still unable to provide maintenance and logistical 
support for the aircraft, which U.S. contractors handled.334 However, the A-29 training program, also initiated in 
2014, demonstrated that success was possible. Unlike C-130 training, the A-29 program used a 
comprehensive and consistent advisor model, which connected U.S.-based training programs with continued 
professional development and training in Afghanistan.335 
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From its inception, the ANDSF was built to rely on the United States and coalition partners for capabilities, 
especially close air support, which refers to “air action…against hostile targets that are in close proximity to 
friendly forces.”336 Therefore, it is unsurprising that years of U.S.-provided close air support contributed to an 
environment of Afghan dependence on, and expectation of, foreign assistance and military support. The 
implementation of operational capabilities and organizational doctrine, preferred by the U.S.-led coalition, was 
ill-suited to ANA competencies and largely stemmed from a tendency to develop the ANDSF in the likeness of 
U.S. force structure and doctrine.337 

Beginning in 2009, ISAF mandated Afghan-ISAF partnered operations before transitioning to Afghan-led and 
U.S. and ISAF supported operations in 2014.338 While partnered operations resulted in tactical ANDSF 
successes on the ground, it significantly contributed to the ANA “addiction” to airstrikes, air-based medical 
evacuation, technical intelligence collection methods, and air-based logistics.339 During the same period, the 
AAF was in its early development stages, while the U.S. was seeking to withdraw from Afghanistan.340 As part of 
the transition from ISAF to Resolute Support, the U.S. reduced combat enablers, such as close air support, in 
early 2015.341 Over the next 6 months, the Taliban launched a series of well-coordinated attacks in key territory, 
not only threatening regional stability and Afghan government control, but underscoring the deleterious impacts 
of diminished U.S. support.342 It was only with assistance from U.S. Special Forces and a change in policy that 
maintained U.S. support, that the Afghans were able to re-take control of captured territory.343 

U.S. Military Struggled to Balance Competing Tactical Goals  

The U.S. military pursued a dual-track strategy of rapidly improving local security, while also supporting the 
development of a struggling ANDSF.344 This created powerful incentives for U.S. trainers and advisors to 
accomplish their goals by augmenting critical gaps in Afghan capability, such as providing enablers like close 
air support, airlift, medical evacuation, logistics, and leadership.345 As mentioned earlier, the mandate to 
conduct partnered operations with the ANDSF taught the Afghans to rely on these capabilities as they modeled 
their fighting on that of the U.S. Army.346 

One reason trainers and advisors filled gaps in ANDSF capability with enablers was to meet unrealistic 
conditions for withdrawal at the end of 2014. To increase security in preparation for ISAF withdrawal, U.S. and 
international trainers were encouraged to stabilize conditions, even if that meant assuming a larger combat 
role to ensure Afghan partner units had the appearance of success.347 This made the ANA appear more 
capable against the Taliban, when in reality the U.S. military was doing most of the work.348 

U.S. Metrics Failed to Adequately Assess Critical Performance Outcomes Such as 
Leadership, Morale, and the Impact of Corruption  

Assessing the development of Afghan warfighting and security governance capabilities was extraordinarily 
difficult, a fact which we discussed in our 2017 Reconstructing the Afghan National Defense and Security 
Forces lessons learned report.349 As shown in Figure 2, since 2005, the military’s system of tracking ANDSF 
performance metrics changed at least four times.350 For the first decade, metrics focused solely on inputs and 
outputs, masking performance-degrading factors such as poor leadership and corruption.351 In our 2021 report 
on monitoring and evaluation, we concluded that each iteration emphasized different inputs, analyzed different 
levels of command, varied in their thresholds for achieving a given score, and, in many cases, used different 
words to describe individual rating levels.352 Additionally, in our 2017 report, we determined that the Capability 
Milestone rating system, a tool used to assess ANDSF capabilities, was both inconsistent and created 
disincentives for the ANDSF to improve because it meant foregoing greater levels of coalition support.353  

Inconsistent Monitoring and Evaluation Systems Figure 2 -
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Source: SIGAR, Reconstructing the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces, SIGAR-17-62-LL, p. 51. 

From 2010 through 2013, during the peak of the U.S. and NATO’s military surge, the Commander’s Unit 
Assessment Tool, a different tool to assess ANDSF capabilities, alone changed its performance measurements 
four times, making long-term tracking of ANDSF progress impossible.354 Although the United States, NATO, and 
the Afghan government all agreed that the goal for ANDSF development was to create an independent security 
force, the highest recorded measurement of performance in April 2010 and August 2011 was “independent 
with advisors,” a designation which lowered the threshold for success and created a complete disconnect from 
the agreed-upon desired outcome.355 By October 2010, the lowest level of performance was changed from 
“ineffective” to “established,” removing any evaluation metric that would assess the performance of as 
negative.356 As shown in Figure 3, monitoring and evaluation systems in Afghanistan became a tool that the 
military used to show progress over time, despite the fact that some units in Afghanistan were actually 
contributing to insecurity in their area.357 

Evolution of the Commander’s Unit Assessment Tool Ratings 

 
Source: SIGAR, Reconstructing the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces, SIGAR-17-62-LL, p. 53. 

SIGAR’s 20th anniversary report, What We Need to Learn: Lessons from Twenty Years of Afghanistan 
Reconstruction, noted that in an environment where reliable data were hard to get, U.S. agencies tended to 
focus on overly simplified metrics—such as whether individuals were paid and structures built—rather than the 
more challenging issue of assessing programmatic impact within the community or the Afghan government’s 
ability to sustain initiatives.358 For example, U.S. assessment methodologies failed to capture intangible 
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impacts on force readiness and battlefield performance such as leadership, corruption, malign influence, unit 
cohesion, and dependency.359 In the anniversary report, we concluded that instead of judging progresses 
based on comprehensive and steady statistical data and metrics, impact was often “just assumed, supported 
by tautological arguments, anecdotes, and thin connections between program activities and purported 
outcomes.”360 

In 2020, we also reported that a senior U.S. official in Washington stated, “It was impossible to create good 
metrics. We tried using troop numbers trained, violence levels, and control of territory, and none of it painted 
an accurate picture. At the end of the day, there was nothing for us to latch on to except for number of attacks 
against civilians, ANDSF, and [coalition partners].”361 Methodologies employed by DOD to assess their own 
programs were also vulnerable to confirmation bias. Unlike past training validation methods, which required an 
outside unit to validate, in Afghanistan, the U.S. military used “self-assessment,” in which trainers validated 
their own training of ANA units.362 

U.S. and Afghan Governments Were Unable to Provide Justice and Respond to 
Criminal Activities Plaguing Afghan Citizens 

The ANP had a reputation for corruption, abuse, and incompetence, but even before the Taliban fell in 2001, 
Afghan police were widely unpopular and mistrusted.363 Historically, Afghanistan has never experienced an 
effective nationwide police force dedicated to the protection of its citizens. Instead, police were used as a 
means to protect government power through corrupt or abusive means.364 After the fall of the Taliban, the ANP 
continued to operate with near-total impunity as the United States, the Afghan government, and the 
international community did not hold Afghan police officers, especially those with political connections, 
accountable for numerous acts of corruption—conduct described as “arrest, bribe, and release,” and human 
rights abuses such as extortion, arbitrary detention, torture and extrajudicial killings.365 Afghanistan illustrated 
a key dilemma for U.S. advisors in stabilization and reconstruction missions: Is U.S. cooperation with brutal, but 
militarily capable, security forces worthwhile if it restores security to contested territory? Or does such 
cooperation create more conflict in the long run by undermining good governance and rule of law? 

Nonetheless, the ANP proved generally incapable. With the exception of some specialized police forces, 
community policing and law enforcement capabilities in Afghanistan were weak or nonexistent, despite more 
than $21 billion in U.S. and international financial support.366 The development of the Afghan police was 
handed off from State to DOD, with neither agency having the appropriate experience or staffing to undertake 
foreign police development.367 DOD training created a highly militarized ANP focused on force protection and 
offensive operations, rather than community policing and criminal justice.368 This also contributed to low levels 
of confidence in the criminal justice system or rule of law among Afghan civilians, and rapidly diminished the 
population’s hope that the new Afghan government would serve their interests. Over time, the Taliban exploited 
that lack of trust to reestablish inroads in Afghanistan.369 

Afghan Corruption Harmed ANDSF Capabilities and Morale 

Corrupt ANDSF officials at all institutional levels degraded security, force readiness, and overall capabilities.370 
The high-level corruption that some ANDSF leaders exhibited likely promoted lower-level corruption.371 In 
Afghanistan the culture of impunity generally started at the top and then normalized extortion, embezzlement, 
fraud, and other abusive behaviors within the entire system.372 For example, ANP misconduct created the 
“arrest, bribe, and release” system that permeated both police and criminal justice institutions.373 We 
previously reported that the lack of DOD oversight and accountability of the ANP created a culture of corruption 
that contributed to low confidence among Afghan civilians in their criminal justice system.374 
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In June 2020, DOD determined that corruption remained a “key vulnerability” in ANDSF combat power and 
combat readiness.375 The theft of resources like fuel, funded through the Afghan Security Forces Fund (ASFF), 
underscored this vulnerability.376 Over the years, SIGAR and DOD reported how the lack of oversight, both from 
the CSTC-A and Afghan ministries, contributed to corrupt use and flagrant waste of Afghan Special Security 
Forces money.377  

Previous SIGAR reports found that although some measures to counteract corruption were implemented in 
earlier years, more significant steps—including additional pay and rank reform initiatives, as well as aid 
conditionality—were taken to counteract corruption within the ANDSF from 2009 onward. These had limited 
results.378 While there were renewed efforts in 2017 to counter corruption within the ANDSF, including mass 
firings and parliamentary hearings, such efforts were followed by a continuation of business as usual.379 Since 
2014, the U.S. military increasingly used conditionality as a way to mitigate corruption by withholding funds 
and resources, but the Afghan government’s response was usually token and perfunctory, and as a result had 
minimal impact in changing the culture of impunity within the Afghan security forces.380  

At the same time, CSTC-A poorly monitored ministry compliance. According to a 2017 DOD report, CSTC-A 
officials believed that enforcing penalties would hurt ANDSF operational readiness, and therefore severely 
limited enforcement.381 Rampant corruption within the ANDSF directly contributed to low morale and, in turn, 
high rates of attrition. In 2017, we reported that on average the ANA lost one-third of its members to attrition 
every year, and the ANP lost one-fifth.382 In addition to corruption, factors contributing to attrition varied from 
poor leadership to lack of equipment and support to poor quality of life.383 While more recent reporting does 
not provide specific metrics, attrition continued to be a problem for the ANA and ANP and poor leadership was 
cited as the leading factor for high attrition rates across the ANDSF.384  

Poor leadership in the ANDSF manifested itself in the form of pay and rank abuse, the creation of ghost 
soldiers and purchase of promotions, to theft and the illegal sale of supplies.385 This behavior not only 
contributed to low morale and high attrition rates, but sabotaged any efforts to establish a sense of 
professionalism or discipline in the force.386 The 2015 collapse of the ANA’s 215th Corps in Helmand Province 
serves as a primary example of leadership failure: That collapse can be partly explained by the series of corrupt 
Afghan generals sent to lead the corps.387  

Afghan Officials Lacked Ownership of Military Strategies and Access to Important 
Tracking and Accountability Systems  

Defense institution capacity building targets institutions responsible for the oversight, management, and 
governance of a partner nation’s defense sector.388 Unlike field advisors, who develop a partner’s warfighting 
capabilities, ministerial advisors focus on core functions required to govern the security forces: management of 
ideas (strategy, policy, and planning), money (resource management), people (human resource management), 
and things (logistics).389 Despite the paramount importance of defense institution capacity building in 
sustaining any military and security force, U.S. efforts to develop security sector governance functions did not 
start in earnest until 2015 when ISAF transitioned to Resolute Support.390 DOD created these programs under 
expedited timelines, and simultaneously expected them to grow and improve at unrealistic rates.391  

Some situations represented a trade-off between short-term and long-term goals. For example, CSTC-A was 
able to force the ANA to adopt the Afghan Personnel and Pay System (APPS) system of accountability only by 
refusing to disburse funds until the U.S.-designed system was adopted.392 This was sufficient leverage with the 
right stakeholders to compel change for the short term. CSTC-A also took away control of fuel supplies from the 
ANDSF because they considered Afghan management of fuel supplies as inefficient and prone to corruption.393 
The Afghan government therefore never owned key security governance systems such as APPS, and 
organizations like CSTC-A assumed primary responsibility for the development, testing, and training of such 
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systems.394 Senior ANDSF officials told us that if they wanted to access information about the ANDSF, they did 
not go to ANDSF subordinates but had to get the information from U.S. advisors and contractors.395  

The lack of Afghan mission ownership and reliance on the U.S. military to conduct combat and patrol missions 
were also systemic, especially during the military surge years (2009 through 2014).396 Generally, field advising 
involves a team of U.S. soldiers working directly with an Afghan unit to advise on decision-making and to 
provide access to U.S. resources and combat enablers.397 While the basic theory behind advising partner 
nation security forces has remained relatively unchanged, the U.S. approach to advising ANDSF units has not. 
Specifically, the U.S. military’s approach to field advising in Afghanistan went through four iterations: 
Embedded Training Teams (ETT), Security Force Assistance Teams (SFAT), Security Force Assistance Advisor 
Teams (SFAAT), and Security Force Assistance Brigades (SFAB), each with varying combat abilities and 
relationships to combat elements.398  

These changing approaches reflected attempts within DOD to address challenges associated with each advisor 
model outlined above, especially as it related to command and control issues, staffing, and training concerns, 
but the changes could be confusing for an advisor on the ground.399 Without clear guidance, advisors 
defaulted to training, a task military leaders were more familiar with than advising.400 Sometimes, neither took 
place, instead military advisors focused on fighting the insurgency themselves. Military officers told us that 
Afghan units were often not brought into initial operational planning discussions for joint U.S. and Afghan 
missions out of fear that the plan would be leaked to the Taliban.401 Instead, ANDSF units were informed at the 
last minute about an operation and had limited understanding of the operational scope or objectives until the 
mission was underway.402 ANP training was an even lower priority. In describing police training, General David 
Petraeus told us, “It was just daycare, is what it was. Just eating up time.”403 

STATUS OF U.S.-PROVIDED ANDSF EQUIPMENT AND U.S-TRAINED ANDSF 
PERSONNEL MOSTLY REMAINS UNKNOWN 

Since 2002, the United States spent approximately $18.6 billion arming and equipping the ANDSF.404 This 
included roughly 600,000 weapons of all calibers, nearly 300 fixed-wing and rotary-wing aircraft, over 80,000 
vehicles of several models, communications equipment, and other advanced material such as night vision 
goggles and biometric systems.405 The provision of equipment continued until the very end. Information that 
DOD provided to us shows that from 2018 to the collapse of the ANDSF in 2021, DOD supplied the ANDSF with 
6,551 vehicles, 18,956 weapons, 299 night-vision devices, and 84 aircraft.406 As of July 31, 2021, according 
to DOD, the AAF had 131 available, usable aircraft among the 162 aircraft in its total inventory.407  

It is important to note that these figures only represent equipment that was transferred to the Afghan 
government. They do not account for equipment that was damaged, destroyed, stolen, lost, in repair or 
otherwise unavailable. Nor do they account for what was operational at the time of the ANDSF’s collapse or 
what is currently operational and in Taliban possession.408 

In addition to training and equipment, the U.S also provided $750 million annually through the ASFF to pay for 
the salaries of the often over reported 300,000 ANDSF personnel.409 The ANDSF’s actual force strength has 
been highly debated.410 A definitive figure has been challenging to provide because DOD relied on inadequate 
systems and often manual methods for tracking ANDSF personnel.411  

The status of U.S- provided equipment and U.S.-trained ANDSF personnel remains mostly unknown. However, 
open source reports indicate that ANDSF personnel have either left the country, are still in hiding, have been 
killed, or have joined other militant factions. Similarly, public statements by U.S. and Taliban officials provide 
an idea where some of the equipment might be located. DOD estimates that $7.12 billion worth of ANDSF 
equipment remained in Afghanistan in varying states of repair when U.S. forces withdrew in August 2021.412 A 
U.S. national security advisor acknowledged, “We don’t have a complete picture, obviously, of where every 
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article of defense materials has gone, but certainly a fair amount of it has fallen into the hands of the 
Taliban.”413 According to a DOD spokesperson, “Large numbers of these weapons are probably now in Taliban 
hands.”414 A Taliban official claimed that the group took possession of more than 300,000 light arms, 26,000 
heavy weapons, and about 61,000 military vehicles.415 DOD told SIGAR that there is “currently is no realistic 
way to retrieve the materiel that remains in Afghanistan, given that the United States does not recognize the 
Taliban as a government.”416 

In accordance with a congressional mandate, DOD reported to Congress in March 2022 what they assessed to 
be the final disposition of DOD property, equipment and supplies and DOD-funding ANDSF material that was in 
Afghanistan at the time of the withdrawal. DOD assessed that 78 aircraft worth $923.3 million, 9,524 air-to-
ground munitions valued at $6.54 million, over 40,000 vehicles, more than 300,000 weapons, and nearly all 
night vision, surveillance, communications, and biometric equipment that was provided to the ANDSF were left 
behind. U.S.-procured aircraft that remained in Afghanistan included those at Hamid Karzai International 
Airport that were demilitarized and rendered inoperable, according to the DOD report.417  

U.S. Lacked an Accounting of Equipment and Personnel Even Before the Collapse 

Establishing an accurate and up-to-date accounting of U.S. provided equipment are constrained by 
longstanding systematic issues that have plagued efforts to manage and account for U.S.-supplied weapons 
and equipment. 

Equipment Systems Tracked Items Moving from the United States to Afghanistan, But Struggled to Account 
for Their Status Once Transferred to ANDSF Units 

Several U.S. government oversight bodies, including SIGAR, have published reports on problems with systems 
designed to track and monitor U.S.-provided equipment and weapons:  

 In 2009, the U.S. Government Accountability Office reported that DOD did not have complete inventory 
records for an estimated 36 percent of weapons procured and shipped to Afghanistan from December 
2004 through 2008.418 

 In 2012, the DOD Office of Inspector General (DOD OIG) found that the department did not maintain 
complete accountability of night-vision devices procured for the ANDSF.419 

 In 2014, SIGAR reported that a continued lack of DOD adherence to oversight procedures, along with 
unreliable weapons inventories, limited DOD’s ability to monitor weapons under ANDSF control and 
made it harder to identify missing weapons that insurgents could use.420 

 A 2015 DOD OIG report found that CSTC-A could not provide a list of vehicles transferred to the 
ANDSF, and the ANDSF could not fully account for vehicles it received.421 

 A 2020 SIGAR report concluded that DOD did not meet its own oversight requirements for monitoring 
sensitive equipment transferred to the Afghan government, leaving it susceptible to theft or loss.422 

DOD inventory systems that were incompatible and had incomplete data have affected accountability for U.S.- 
provided equipment. DOD maintained information on weapons purchased for the ANDSF in two primary 
systems: the Security Cooperation Information Portal (SCIP) and the Operational Verification of Reliable 
Logistics Oversight Database (OVERLORD). SCIP was used to track shipments of weapons and equipment, 
while OVERLORD tracked their receipt.423  

According to findings from a 2014 SIGAR audit, discrepancies and gaps in the information contained in SCIP 
and OVERLORD limited CSTC-A’s ability to track weapons and equipment purchased and transferred to the 
ANDSF.424 In 2014, we reported that the SCIP database was missing weapons information due to poor record 
keeping that occurred while weapons were being procured in the United States. Further, the OVERLORD system 
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was missing weapons information due to poor record keeping when CSTC-A received the weapons in 
Afghanistan.425 

Tracking the equipment became more challenging after the weapons were transferred to the ANDSF. The 
ANDSF used the CoreIMS internet-based inventory management system to track U.S.-provided weapons. 
According to DOD officials, CoreIMS was a rudimentary system that was later enhanced, but was never 
intended to be used in its final capacity as the main system for the ANDSF to track weapons and vehicles.426 

A 2020 DOD OIG report concluded that CSTC-A expanded the system “beyond its intended purpose without full 
consideration of longstanding network challenges.”427 The same 2020 report determined that the ANDSF did 
not use CoreIMS at 41 percent of the local arms depots.428 A lack of training on how to use the system, 
illiteracy among ANDSF personnel, and limited internet connectivity meant that the ANDSF struggled to use 
CoreIMS.429 Ultimately, DOD officials acknowledged that the data contained in CoreIMS was generally 
incomplete and could not be relied upon for accurate information.430 

In November 2021, we requested that DOD provide us access to the CoreIMS system to conduct our own 
examination of the status of U.S.-provided ANDSF equipment. To date, we have not received system access. 

Personnel Systems Were Developed Late in the Mission and Failed to Provide Accurate Accounting of 
Personnel Present for Duty 

The United States, through the ASFF, provided more than $3 billion annually for training, equipping, and 
sustaining the ANDSF, including over $700 million annually to pay ANDSF salaries.431 Although DOD provided 
ASFF oversight, it relied on disparate systems that did not interface with each other, often resulting in manual 
methods for tracking ANDSF support and personnel strength.432 

Before the ANDSF’s collapse, its personnel numbers appeared highly questionable.433 In the months and 
weeks leading up to and days after the Afghan government’s August 15, 2021, collapse, the Biden 
administration repeatedly stated that the ANDSF’s strength was around 300,000 personnel trained and ready 
to fight.434 On July 8, 2021, President Biden, in remarks on the drawdown of U.S. forces in Afghanistan, stated 
that “we have trained and equipped…nearly 300,000 current serving members…of the [ANDSF], and many 
beyond that who are no longer serving. Add to that, hundreds of thousands more [ANDSF] trained over the last 
two decades.” The President added that the U.S. provided the ANDSF with all the “tools, training, and 
equipment of any modern military…And we’re going to continue to provide funding and equipment.”435  

According to DOD-provided data, on June 24,2021, there were a reported 111,850 ANP recorded in APPS 
system, with 96.5 percent present for duty; on July 29 (when roughly half the districts in Afghanistan had been 
lost to the Taliban), 112,431 ANP were in APPS, with 94.2 percent reported as present for duty; and on August 
14, the day before the Afghan government collapsed, with most provinces lost, there were 112,924 ANP 
personnel in APPS, with 93.5 percent listed present for duty.436 However, former Afghan Finance Minister 
Khalid Payenda stated that the actual number of available ANDSF troops was between 40,000 to 50,000, not 
300,000, due to government and ANDSF officials using “ghost soldiers” to defraud the government and enrich 
themselves.437 

In 2016, following numerous reports of salaries being paid to “ghost soldiers,” DOD established requirements 
for a new electronic personnel and pay system and awarded a contract for an integrated software system, the 
APPS, that would improve transparency, accountability, and auditability of the ANDSF payroll processes.438 
APPS was intended to record, store, manage, and generate reports on all aspects of human resources at the 
ministries of defense and interior. However, SIGAR and DOD OIG found that APPS did not electronically 
interface with the Afghanistan Automated Biometric Information System, nor did its internal controls 
reasonably prevent fictitious records from being entered into the system.439 We are currently performing a 
follow-up audit of APPS, which seeks to determine the extent to which DOD, from FY 2019 to May 2021, 
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provided accountability and oversight of the funds that DOD provided to the Afghan government to pay the 
ANDSF salaries of Ministry of Defense personnel. 

The Taliban Is Using U.S.-Provided Military Equipment in Operations and Training 

Following the Afghan government’s collapse, a proliferation of images and videos showed Taliban soldiers 
wearing U.S.-provided clothing and brandishing U.S.-provided rifles.440 Taliban units now patrol in pickup trucks 
and armored vehicles likely procured by the U.S. and provided to the ANDSF.441 Taliban special operations 
troops, known as Badri 313 units, wear helmets with night vision mounts likely provided by the United States, 
and carry U.S.-provided M4 rifles equipped with advanced gunsights.442 Khalil Haqqani, a senior Taliban 
leader, carried a U.S.-provided rifle as he attended prayers at a mosque in Kabul following the collapse.443 
These examples illustrate the extent to which the group has put their newly acquired arsenal to use, and shows 
that the Taliban are now equipped with material that was provided to defeat them.  

The Taliban have also demonstrated some capacity to use more advanced U.S.-provided equipment. For 
example, Taliban forces held a military parade with dozens of U.S.-provided armored vehicles and Mi-17 
helicopters flying overhead.444 According to one report, in February 2021, the Taliban conducted its first 
airstrikes against resistance fighters in Panjshir.445 While the Taliban may be capable of operating some 
aircraft and vehicles, we assess the group will likely face challenges maintaining and repairing this equipment. 
Former ANDSF personnel with relevant expertise could be coerced or convinced to provide maintenance, but 
securing the parts and fuel needed to sustain the material will likely be difficult.  

Some U.S.-provided equipment was destroyed, moved to neighboring countries, or has been recovered. DOD 
removed some valuable and sensitive U.S.-provided equipment during July and August 2021.446 U.S. military 
personnel demilitarized equipment at Hamid Karzai International Airport during the withdrawal, including 80 
aircraft, 70 Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicles, and 27 Humvees.447 One senior Taliban leader claimed 
that the group has repaired half of the demilitarized aircraft, while another official suggested that only six Black 
Hawks have been restored. The Taliban is reportedly working to recruit former AAF personnel to reconstitute 
the air force.448 According to the Taliban air force commander and former AAF personnel, about 4,300 
members, half of the former AAF, have joined the Taliban’s air force, including 33 pilots.449 

AAF pilots reportedly flew about 25 percent of the total available aircraft to Uzbekistan and Tajikistan to avoid 
Taliban capture.450 Satellite images analyzed by the Center for Strategic and International Studies identified 
several different aircraft that landed in Uzbekistan, including C-208s, A-29s, Mi-17s, Mi-25s, and UH-60 Black 
Hawks.451 A former AAF pilot told us that at least four A-29s crashed after they were shot down or experienced 
maintenance issues while being flown out of the country.452 Another pilot informed us that he had to abandon 
his MD 530 helicopter in Daikundi Province because it could not traverse the high altitude mountainous terrain 
required to safely get to Kabul.453 Following the collapse, 24 helicopters that belonged to the ANDSF but were 
accessible to the U.S. military, including Mi-17s and MD 530s, were moved to Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in 
Arizona. Five Mi-17s were subsequently approved for transfer to the Ukrainian armed forces.454 In mid-April 
2022, President Biden announced a military assistance package to Ukraine that included an additional 11 Mi-
17 helicopters that had been scheduled for Afghanistan.455 We have made several requests to DOD to visit 
Davis-Monthan Air Force base to account for the status of AAF helicopters. To date, DOD has not provided us 
access or authorization to visit the base. 

ANDSF Personnel Have Escaped, Are in Hiding, Have Been Killed, or May Have 
Joined Extremist Groups 

Although the U.S. has evacuated or facilitated the evacuations of around 124,000 individuals.456 To date, DOD 
officials have not stated to SIGAR whether they plan to track ANDSF personnel. Nor has either agency provided 
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to SIGAR the number of ANDSF the United States evacuated since August 2021, or whether DOD tracked the 
number of ANDSF that U.S. allies or other partners evacuated. However, available information indicates that 
former ANDSF personnel have left Afghanistan, are still in country, been killed, or may have joined other 
militant groups. 

Reported Locations of ANDSF Personnel 

The United Nations projected that a half million Afghans could flee the country by the end of 2021.457 While it 
is impractical to characterize the backgrounds of those who sought or are intending to seek refuge in other 
countries, the UN’s number may include a number of former ANDSF personnel. Reports show that a number of 
former ANDSF personnel fled or were flown to other countries including the following: 

Uzbekistan and Tajikistan 

As the Taliban took control of northern Afghanistan, thousands of Afghan troops reportedly escaped to 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, although some have been reportedly sent back.458 Reports and videos that surfaced 
on social media also show Afghan security forces fleeing with their military equipment and vehicles to 
Uzbekistan via Hairatan crossing.459 In the days leading up to the fall of Kabul, 585 members of the AAF fled to 
Uzbekistan and another 143 people fled to Tajikistan.460 Some of the pilots who fled to Tajikistan have 
reportedly requested asylum in Canada.461 

United Arab Emirates 

The U.S. government reportedly negotiated an agreement with Uzbekistan to transfer more than 450 AAF pilots 
and other personnel who fled to Uzbekistan to a U.S. military base in the United Arab Emirates.462 The United 
Arab Emirates also hosts in a refugee compound around 600 Central Intelligence Agency-backed Afghan 
Special Security Forces and their families that helped provide security at the Kabul airport during evacuations. 
According to the New York Times, although the majority of the Central Intelligence Agency-trained forces and 
their families have been relocated to the United States, the roughly 9,000 refugees at Emirates Humanitarian 
City are reported to be other former Central Intelligence Agency-trained special forces and their families who 
are still awaiting resettlement in the U.S.463 

United States 

State and DOD said they evacuated or facilitated the evacuations of around 124,000 individuals and that 
thousands of eligible Afghans remain in Afghanistan, many of whom seek to leave. However, to date, DOD and 
State have not provided us with information on whether former ANDSF personnel are among the eligible or how 
many have been evacuated. A number of former ANDSF are believed to have been transferred to the United 
States under P1 and P2 visa categories and given parolee status.464  

Iran 

As the western districts of Afghanistan started falling to the Taliban, around 3,000 Afghan security forces 
consisting of high-ranking officers to foot soldiers, along with their military equipment and vehicles, crossed the 
border into Iran. While most of these forces feared going back to Afghanistan, it has been reported that most of 
them were sent back after United Nations representatives intervened and the Taliban issued a general 
amnesty.465  

United Kingdom 

The United Kingdom evacuated 8,000 Afghans, including the Afghan forces who helped the British troops 
during the evacuation operations. The United Kingdom defense ministry also decided to recruit Afghans 
studying at United Kingdom’s Royal Military Academy Sandhurst into the British army.466 
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India 

Prior to fall of the Afghan government, India provided military training scholarships on an annual basis to 
ANDSF personnel. After the events of August 2021, over 700 ANDSF personnel receiving training in India 
reportedly remain in India.467 

Afghanistan 

During the military takeover of Afghanistan, the Taliban inflicted heavy casualties on Afghan security forces. A 
former deputy minister of defense claims that from July 1 to August 15, 2021, 4,000 Afghan security forces 
were killed and another 1,000 were missing .468 Despite fear of retribution by the Taliban, tens of thousands of 
former ANDSF are still in Afghanistan.469 

Pakistan 

Many Afghan soldiers reportedly escaped to Pakistan as the Taliban attacks on districts and provincial capitals 
intensified weeks before the Afghan government’s collapse.470 

Retribution against Former ANDSF 

Despite the Taliban’s promise that it would not seek retribution against former ANDSF personnel, evidence of 
revenge killings has appeared on social media.471 From August 15 to October 31, 2021, 47 former ANDSF 
members who surrendered or who were captured by the Taliban were killed or have gone missing.472 The United 
Nations reported that it continues to receive credible allegations of “killings, enforced disappearances, and 
other violations” against former Afghan security forces and those associated with the former government.473 

Former ANDSF Fighters Aligned with Other Militant Factions  

Reportedly, immediately following the fall of Kabul, a small number of ANDSF who refused to surrender to the 
Taliban joined the National Resistance Front of Afghanistan, a grassroots resistance movement that emerged 
from the rugged terrain of the Panjshir Valley and which has vowed to continue resisting the Taliban.474 There 
are also credible claims that a few former ANDSF who were left behind may have defected and joined Islamic 
State–Khorasan. However, the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency reports that no ANDSF personnel have joined 
extremist organizations within Afghanistan.475 

The Iranian paramilitary, Liwa Fatamiyoon (Fatamiyoon Brigade), has historically recruited Afghans to support 
Iranian overseas operations and fight against Daesh (ISIS) in Syria.476 Iran may seek to recruit from the pool of 
military-trained former Afghan security forces hiding in Iran.477 Additionally, Taliban leadership has several 
times called on ANDSF personnel, AAF personnel in particular, to join their ranks, and there are reports that 
some ANDSF joined the Taliban after the collapse. The Taliban claim that over 100 former pilots and technical 
staff have returned to join the Taliban AAF.478 

CONCLUSION 

The U.S. approach to reconstructing the ANDSF lacked the political will to dedicate the time and resources 
necessary to reconstruct an entire security sector in a war-torn and impoverished country. As a result, the U.S. 
created an ANDSF that could not operate independently, milestones for ANDSF capability development were 
unrealistic, and the eventual collapse of the ANDSF’s was predictable. After 20 years of training and 
development, the ANDSF never became a cohesive, substantive force capable of operating on its own. The U.S. 
and Afghan governments share in the blame. Neither side appeared to have the political commitment to doing 
what it would take to address the challenges, including devoting the time and resources necessary to develop 
a professional ANDSF, a multi-generational process. In essence, U.S. and Afghan efforts to cultivate an 
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effective and sustainable security sector were likely to fail from the beginning. The February 2020 decision to 
commit to a rapid U.S. military withdrawal sealed the ANDSF’s fate. 

Most significantly, the United States was ill-equipped to undertake the security sector assistance mission. It 
lacked the organizational, agency-level, and inter-agency doctrine, policies, and dedicated resources to initiate 
the wholesale development of another nation’s national army. U.S. trainers and advisors performed short tours 
of duty, limiting institutional knowledge and continuity of effort. In addition, U.S. trainers and advisors were 
inexperienced and did not receive adequate training prior to deployment. The U.S. military also used flawed 
performance metrics to evaluate the ANDSF. Those metrics focused on whether individuals were paid or 
structures built instead of assessing how sustainable ANDSF military skills and abilities were. The quest to 
withdraw from Afghanistan dominated the United States’ military strategy, but the U.S. wanted to ensure the 
ANDSF had the appearance of success. The U.S. military reinforced that appearance of success by performing 
supply, logistics, evacuation, intelligence, maintenance, and procurement activities in support of the ANDSF, 
knowing that the Afghans lacked the capacity required to do these missions on their own. In essence, the U.S. 
created a false reality with the ANDSF. 

On the Afghan side, corruption dominated government officials who often focused on personal gain at the 
country’s expense. Due to a lack of accountability and oversight by United States, NATO, and Afghan 
government, a culture of impunity swept its way through the security sector. In addition, the government 
awarded military leadership positions based on political considerations rather than military experience, and 
leadership changes were frequent.  

Further, the Afghan government’s failure to take ownership of nationwide security through the implementation 
of an effective national security strategy left a huge void when the U.S. announced its withdrawal plans. The 
Afghan government was counting on indefinite U.S. military and financial support. The ANDSF presented other 
challenges, too, including low literacy rates, high attrition rates, unsustainable casualties, and personnel 
joining the force primarily for a U.S.-provided paycheck. Low troop morale, something the U.S. military did not 
take into account, was one of the main contributors to the ANDSF’s collapse. However, nothing affected morale 
more than realizing that U.S. military forces were leaving. The ANDSF, along with Afghans throughout the 
country, felt abandoned.  

Unless the U.S. government understands and accounts for what went wrong, why it went wrong, and how it 
went wrong in Afghanistan, it will likely repeat the same mistakes in the next conflict.  

AGENCY COMMENTS 

We offered the Departments of Defense and State and the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) 
the opportunity to review and comment on this interim report. The Department of State declined to comment on 
the report and the U.S. Agency for International Development did not provide comments. SIGAR briefed the 
Department of Defense on February 24, 2022 on the interim report findings and DOD provided verbal 
comments, which we incorporated as appropriate. SIGAR also met with the Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Afghanistan, Pakistan and Central Asia and other Department of Defense officials on May 11, 2021 
at which time verbal comments and documents were provided and have been incorporated as appropriate.  

SIGAR will continue to work with the Department of Defense to gain access to documents, obtain additional 
information, and collect personal insights from DOD officials to support this evaluation. Any new information 
will be documented as appropriate in the final report scheduled to be issued in fall 2022.  
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APPENDIX I -  SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

This report provides the results of our interim evaluation of the factors that contributed to the Afghan National 
Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) collapse on August 2021. On September 10, 2021, the Chairwoman and 
Ranking Member of the House Committee on Oversight and Reform and the Chairman and Ranking Member 
on its Subcommittee on National Security directed SIGAR to (1) examine the factors that contributed to the 
ANDSF’s collapse, including the underlying factors over the past 20 years that contributed to an 
underdevelopment of ANDSF capabilities, and (2) account for all U.S.-provided equipment and U.S.-trained 
ANDSF personnel. On September 23, 2021, the House passed the National Defense Authorization Act for 
Fiscal Year (FY) 2022. In its accompanying report (H. Rept. 117-118), the House Armed Services Committee 
directed SIGAR to evaluate the ANDSF’s performance from February 2020 to August 2021, and to answer 
other questions similar to those listed in the House Committee on Oversight and Reform’s request. 

The objectives of this interim evaluation were to (1) determine the factors that contributed to the ANDSF’s 
collapse in August 2021, through an examination of the ANDSF’s performance from February 2020 to August 
2021; (2) assess the underlying factors over the 20-year security sector assistance mission that contributed to 
the underdevelopment of important ANDSF capabilities and readiness; and (3) account for all U.S.-provided 
ANDSF equipment and U.S.-trained ANDSF personnel, where possible.  

To accomplish these objectives, we reviewed hundreds of government and academic reports related to the 
ANDSF’s development and the reasons for its eventual collapse. We also conducted over 40 interviews with 
former Afghan government officials, former ANDSF members, and current and former U.S. government 
officials, including former commanders of U.S. forces, commanders of the Combined Security Transition 
Command—Afghanistan, ambassadors, and advisors responsible for development of the Afghan army, air force 
special forces, and police. We also used SIGAR’s repository of interviews and reviewed more than 100 relevant 
to our inquiry. Throughout the years, DOD has provided information through SIGAR’s quarterly data call 
process; we reviewed hundreds of those responses. We also used prior SIGAR audits, inspections, evaluations, 
and lessons learned reports related to U.S. efforts to build the ANDSF. Collectively, these prior reports have 
referenced thousands of U.S. government documents and academic reports.  

This is an interim report. We plan to issue a final report in the fall 2022, which will include an assessment of 
the relative success and failure of the U.S. mission to reconstruct the ANDSF. We conducted our work for this 
interim report in Arlington, Virginia, and via virtual telecommunication methods from October 2021 through 
May 2022, in accordance with the Quality Standards for Inspection and Evaluation, published by the Council of 
the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency.  
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APPENDIX II -  HISTORICAL COMPARISONS OF THE U.S. APPROACH IN KOREA 
WITH THAT OF VIETNAM AND AFGHANISTAN 

The U.S. military has mounted four large-scale security sector assistance (SSA) efforts in the last 72 years, and 
three of the four have been catastrophic failures. In Vietnam and Afghanistan, the United States spent years 
and billions of dollars training and equipping national armies, only to see them quickly collapse in the face of 
far less-equipped insurgencies once U.S. logistical, equipment enabler, and air support were withdrawn. The 
exception is South Korea—but the SSA effort there has taken seven decades at a cost of roughly $3 billion a 
year.479 

Why does the world’s mightiest superpower find it so hard to create self-sustaining armies in other countries? 
One part of the answer, as South Korea demonstrates, is that it is an inherently difficult, expensive, and time-
consuming task. But a more basic reason is that the U.S. military has failed to examine the fundamental 
assumption on which those efforts are based: that superpower ways of waging war can be transplanted to 
smaller, poorer countries without factoring in the political or cultural context in which those armies operate, or 
adapting our methods to the means at hand.  

In South Korea, the United States has had more than enough time to correct the problems inherent in its early 
approach—bridging gaps in language and cultural understanding, developing a literate pool of recruits and 
systematic methods of training them, and creating the institutional and logistical infrastructure for a large-
scale military enterprise. (Over the same period, South Korea has developed a stable government and vibrant 
economy—bolstering the argument that political and economic stability help create strong armies, not the other 
way around.)480 

In Afghanistan and Vietnam, the United States tried to achieve similar results—working with unstable and 
corrupt governments, and with the clock ticking on self-imposed deadlines for U.S. withdrawal. In both places, 
however, the result was the creation of national armies that had a crippling dependence on U.S. methods, 
combat enablers, and equipment. That, combined with corruption and failures of leadership in their own ranks, 
eroded the will to fight and allowed a smaller and less-equipped enemy to prevail. 

South Korea: An Unusual Alignment of Interests  

The soldiers who greeted the first U.S. advisers in South Korea in the late 1940s were every bit as untrained as 
their counterparts in Vietnam of the 1960s or Afghanistan in the early 2000s. Many lacked even basic 
marksmanship skills. The South Korean army had few facilities and even less equipment; the country’s civic 
institutions and economy had been decimated by 40 years of Japanese occupation. “It could have been the 
American army in 1775,” said one U.S. officer at the time.481 

What the South Koreans didn’t know about fighting was matched by what U.S. military advisors didn’t know 
about Korea. The first postwar head of the U.S. military government in South Korea had to hastily reverse his 
order directing local Japanese officials to maintain their offices until their Korean replacements could be 
trained when the resulting wave of outrage made it clear how much Koreans hated their former overlords.482 
U.S. advisors sometimes “delivered their lectures without the aid of interpreters, using drawings and sign 
language to get their message across,” a U.S. Army history of that era recounts.483 Others found themselves 
giving orders to Koreans anywhere from one to three ranks above their rank and level of experience—a 
significant problem in a culture that emphasized deference to elders.484  

In one key respect, the SSA mission in Korea was very different from later missions in Vietnam and 
Afghanistan. The U.S. military literally took control of the South Korean army in 1950, when a North Korean 
invasion south of the 38th parallel officially began the Korean War. The U.S, approach included granular details 
such as taking control of promotion policies and budgets.485 Although it was not a formal monitoring and 
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evaluation effort, advisors regularly reported up the chain of command about their units’ behavior and 
abilities.486  

That amount of direct U.S. control of another country’s military was not politically feasible in Vietnam or 
Afghanistan—and, as scholars Stephen Biddle, Julia Macdonald, and Ryan Baker have pointed out, it was 
possible in Korea only because of an unusual alignment of interests between the United States and South 
Korean President Syngman Rhee.487  

Before the invasion, Rhee had harbored expansionist plans of his own to take over North Korea and unify the 
peninsula, while the United States was only interested in maintaining its uneasy coexistence with its former 
ally, the Soviet Union. After the invasion, Rhee’s interest in restoring the status quo matched the U.S. interest 
in repelling Communist expansion in east Asia.488 That was not true in Vietnam and Afghanistan, where the 
United States and the respective national governments had very different definitions of what constituted an 
existential threat.489 

Vietnam and Afghanistan: Security Sector Assistance on a Deadline  

Neither the Korean War or the wars in Afghanistan and Vietnam were ever popular with the American public, but 
the Korean War at least had a military objective visible on a map: the 38th parallel, the line dividing the Korean 
peninsula between Soviet Union-controlled territory in the north and U.S.-controlled territory in the south.490  

In Vietnam and Afghanistan, the final goal was either unclear, unattainable, constantly shifting, or some 
combination of all three. And in both places, the United States made it clear from the outset that its plan was to 
eventually leave the fight in the hands of a local fighting force—a strategy that placated an American public 
unhappy with sending its soldiers to fight, but also told the enemy that sooner or later, U.S. troops would 
leave.491 

In Vietnam, the United States made an attempt to learn from its mistakes in Korea. It sent plenty of advisors—
roughly 11,000 at the height of the war.492 And in 1967, the Johnson administration created the Office of Civil 
Operations and Revolutionary Development Support, a top-to-bottom effort to establish an advisory presence 
“at every level of the South Vietnamese government, from the Presidential Palace in Saigon down to each of the 
country’s districts,” writes historian Andrew Gawthorpe.493  

But the U.S. military’s efforts to train large numbers of advisors on an industrial scale were comically 
inadequate. Trainees read pamphlets with titles like, “The Vietnamese Peasant: His Value System,” which 
enlightened its readers with such insights as “the peasant…likes war movies.”494 The same kind of cultural 
ignorance was evident in Afghanistan. “I heard [a U.S. military] briefer try to pronounce Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s 
name,” wrote a CIA station chief in Pakistan in a 2009 memo, “then give up and say ‘we just call him 
Gubdin.’”495 

The lack of a clear military goal, a constantly changing cast of advisors, and self-imposed deadlines for 
withdrawal all made it easier for the military to enable instead of teach. Vietnamese troops, for instance, were 
encouraged to depend on U.S.-supplied helicopters and trucks to take them into battle.496 South Vietnamese 
army units did not regularly go on patrol outside their bases until U.S. forces began to leave.497  

The parallels to Afghanistan were evident to some observers even before the surge of 2010.  

“The [Afghan National Army] and the [south Vietnamese army] both became psychologically crippled by years of 
watching from the back seat as the Americans took charge of the war, and neither army learned to operate on 
its own or ever developed the ability to supply itself or hold the gains U.S. troops achieved,” national security 
experts Thomas H. Johnson and M. Chris Mason wrote in a 2009 article for Military Review.498  

Indeed, during the U.S. military surge, “the Americans were doing all the fighting, and the [Afghan National 
Army] were sitting by the side of road, doing very little,” General David Barno told SIGAR in a recent interview. 
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“The Afghans and Americans both liked it that way.”499 Barno’s assessment was echoed by Lt. Gen. Ken Tovo, 
former commander of the U.S. Army Special Operations Command. “The American soldier wants to go do it 
themselves,” Tovo told SIGAR. “You almost have to force them by saying their job is not to just do it—it is to 
create a partner who can do that.”500 

The United States Used a One-Size-Fits-All Superpower Template for the ANDSF  

The United States employed a “mirror imaging” approach with the ANDSF—the practice of teaching other 
countries to fight the U.S. way, with ground troops protected by massive air support. However, in a November 
2020 hearing, General Kimberly Field told the Senate Armed Services Committee, “I think we have asked them 
[ANDSF] to fight in a way that isn't necessarily organic to them. We have made them reliant on our 
capabilities—the ones we use, not necessarily what they would use.”501  

The United States’ “mirror image” approach confined the Taliban to guerilla techniques and rural areas for 
years in Afghanistan, since the threat of U.S. or Afghan air strikes prevented the Taliban from massing its 
troops for a full-scale military assault. However, the U.S. troop withdrawal left Afghan ground forces unprepared 
for the Taliban surge in spring and summer 2021. Meanwhile, the AAF was crippled by a lack of qualified pilots 
and the withdrawal of U.S. maintenance contractors.502  

Likewise, in Vietnam, the 1972 North Vietnamese so-called Easter Offensive was defeated with the help U.S. 
airpower, despite the start of U.S. troop withdrawals.503 However, in 1975, without U.S. combat enablers or air 
support, the South Vietnamese army collapsed within weeks, and for reasons similar to the problems afflicting 
ANDSF troops last summer: a shortage of ammunition, spare parts, fuel, and U.S. air support.504 A Center for 
Naval Analyses analyst wrote in 2021, “The collapse of the foreign military when [U.S.] support is withdrawn—
especially if it is withdrawn quickly—should be seen not as a bug in the U.S. model of security assistance, but 
rather as a feature of it.”505 

A former South Vietnamese Army officer, watching the fall of Kabul last August and remembering similarly 
chaotic scenes from Saigon in 1975, said, “They taught us to fight like rich men, even though we were living as 
poor men.”506 In the end, the officer said that he cannibalized several helicopters for spare parts, 
commandeered one that was still airworthy, and took as many men as he could with him to sanctuary in a 
nearby country. It was a decision mirrored by Afghan pilots 46 years later in the summer of 2021.507 
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