
François Heisbourg, Chairman, IISS Council:
My question is about Afghanistan. You described the challenges and some 
of the responses, but I would like you to go into more detail about what you 
expect other nations to contribute in military terms. Since I am a European, 
what would you expect European partners and allies of the United States 
to be contributing? More generally, what would you consider to be the 
appropriate balance, the appropriate policy mix, between the military surge 
on the one hand, and the political and economic efforts in Afghanistan and 
in the region on the other hand? 

Robert Gates, US Secretary of Defense:
One of my European colleagues remarked last year that I was guilty of 
megaphone diplomacy when it came to seeking additional help. At this point, 
US forces and the forces of our partner nations are about in balance. There 
are approximately 33,000 US troops, and approximately 33,000+ troops from 
Europe and other partner nations. As is evident to everyone who reads the 
newspaper, we are looking at sending significant additional forces over the 
course of the next months; another brigade combat team will go in January, 
and we hope to send two more by late spring or early summer. 
 With respect to the Europeans and our other partner nations, it is important 
to recognise the achievement. The Europeans and our partners have actually 
increased their forces by about 10,000 over the past year, and that is an 
important achievement. I think it is also important in terms of fairness to 
remember that many of these nations also have deployments under the UN 
and other charters in places like Darfur, the Balkans and elsewhere. People 
are doing their best. But, the reality is that the European members of NATO 
have approximately 2.5 million people under arms, not including the United 
States, and so I must admit to some frustration in trying to get some few 
thousand more to help us in particular to train the Afghan National Army 
and National Police. Ultimately, it is the Afghan forces who are everyone’s 
ticket out of Afghanistan, and for the long-term success of Afghanistan. 
 This is the Afghans’ fight. It is their country, their fight and their future 
that is at stake. I believe one of the highest priorities is to get the resources 
into the country to help train, accelerate the expansion of the Afghan security 
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forces, and to get more of them into the fight in their own country. We need 
to make sure that we find ways to keep the Afghans up front. We are there 
to help them. We are not there as occupiers. We are not there necessarily for 
our own interests. We are also there to help the Afghan government.
 I do worry. I am prepared to go forward with the forces that the 
commander has requested during 2009, but I do worry, ultimately, about the 
size of the footprint of foreign forces on Afghan soil. Having been engaged 
in the fight to expel the Soviets from Afghanistan more than 20 years ago, I 
am more mindful than most that, with 120,000 troops, the Soviets still lost. 
This is because they never had the support of the Afghan people. We need to 
give serious consideration as to how many foreign forces we should send in. 
After we complete these troop increases that we are talking about, we ought 
to think long and hard about how many more go in, whether they are from 
the US or Europe or anywhere else.
 The reality is that we have to help the Afghans get onto their feet. This is 
where the economic side comes in, and the development side. Afghanistan 
is a desperately poor country. It is the fourth or fifth poorest country in the 
world. We are all going to have to be in Afghanistan for a very long time. A 
good example is the contrast between the government revenues of Iraq, which 
this year will be approximately $60–70 billion, and the annual revenues of 
the Afghan government, which will be approximately $700m. The sustaining 
cost of an Afghan National Army of 134,000 people is approximately $2bn 
a year. This is roughly three times the government’s revenues. We are all 
going to have to be there for a long time.
 Many countries are engaged in trying to help with economic development 
and the development of institutions in Afghanistan. My biggest concern is 
the lack of coordination of those efforts in Afghanistan. I am a huge admirer 
of Ambassador Kai Eide. I believe that, regrettably, Kai has not been given 
the tools that he needs to do the job by the UN: the money and the people. We 
also need to do more to help him in terms of providing him with information 
with what each of us is doing; in terms of development projects and the 
money we are spending on roads, and so on. He will then be able to evaluate 
what is working and what is not working, and help coordinate efforts.
 The European emphasis on a comprehensive strategy that combines both 
security and economic development, and civic development, is exactly right. 
We have to recognise that we cannot win this fight with military power alone. 
The civil side has to be successful. This is a very long-winded answer to your 
question, but the bottom line is that we will be sending in some more forces. 
However, the real focus needs to be in keeping the Afghans up front. This is for 
the Afghan people. We must be seen as their ally and their friend, and not as 
occupiers. Finally, we have to sustain the economic development and institution-
building in Afghanistan at the national, provincial and district levels.


