
From Great Game to Grand Bargain  
Ending Chaos in Afghanistan and Pakistan  
By Barnett R. Rubin and Ahmed Rashid  

Foreign Affairs , November/December 2008  
 

The Great Game is no fun anymore. The term "Great Game" was used by 
nineteenth-century British imperialists to describe the British-Russian struggle 
for position on the chessboard of Afghanistan and Central Asia -- a contest with a 
few players, mostly limited to intelligence forays and short wars fought on 
horseback with rifles, and with those living on the chessboard largely bystanders 
or victims. More than a century later, the game continues. But now, the number 
of players has exploded, those living on the chessboard have become involved, 
and the intensity of the violence and the threats it produces affect the entire 
globe. The Great Game can no longer be treated as a sporting event for distant 
spectators. It is time to agree on some new rules.  

Seven years after the U.S.-led coalition and the Afghan commanders it supported 
pushed the leaderships of the Taliban and al Qaeda out of Afghanistan and into 
Pakistan, an insurgency that includes these and other groups is gaining ground 
on both the Afghan and the Pakistani sides of the border. Four years after 
Afghanistan's first-ever presidential election, the increasingly besieged 
government of Hamid Karzai is losing credibility at home and abroad. Al Qaeda 
has established a new safe haven in the tribal agencies of Pakistan, where it is 
defended by a new organization, the Taliban Movement of Pakistan. The 
government of Pakistan, beset by one political crisis after another and split 
between a traditionally autonomous military and assertive but fractious elected 
leaders, has been unable to retain control of its own territory and population. Its 
intelligence agency stands accused of supporting terrorism in Afghanistan, which 
in many ways has replaced Kashmir as the main arena of the still-unresolved 
struggle between Pakistan and India.  

For years, critics of U.S. and NATO strategies have been warning that the region 
was headed in this direction. Many of the policies such critics have long proposed 
are now being widely embraced. The Bush administration and both presidential 
campaigns are proposing to send more troops to Afghanistan and to undertake 
other policies to sustain the military gains made there. These include accelerating 
training of the Afghan National Army and the Afghan National Police; disbursing 
more money, more effectively for reconstruction and development and to support 
better governance; increasing pressure on and cooperation with Pakistan, and 
launching cross-border attacks without Pakistani agreement to eliminate cross-
border safe havens for insurgents and to uproot al Qaeda; supporting democracy 



in Pakistan and bringing its Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) under civilian 
political control; and implementing more effective policies to curb Afghanistan's 
drug industry, which produces opiates equal in export value to half of the rest of 
the Afghan economy.  

Cross-border attacks into Pakistan may produce an "October surprise" or provide 
material for apologists hoping to salvage George W. Bush's legacy, but they will 
not provide security. Advancing reconstruction, development, good governance, 
and counternarcotics efforts and building effective police and justice systems in 
Afghanistan will require many years of relative peace and security. Neither 
neglecting these tasks, as the Bush administration did initially, nor rushing them 
on a timetable determined by political objectives, can succeed. Afghanistan 
requires far larger and more effective security forces, international or national, 
but support for U.S. and NATO deployments is plummeting in troop-contributing 
countries, in the wider region, and in Afghanistan itself. Afghanistan, the poorest 
country in the world but for a handful in Africa and with the weakest government 
in the world (except Somalia, which has no government), will never be able to 
sustain national security forces sufficient to confront current -- let alone 
escalating -- threats, yet permanent foreign subsidies for Afghanistan's security 
forces cannot be guaranteed and will have destabilizing consequences. Moreover, 
measures aimed at Afghanistan will not address the deteriorating situation in 
Pakistan or the escalation of international conflicts connected to the Afghan-
Pakistani war. More aid to Pakistan -- military or civilian -- will not diminish the 
perception among Pakistan's national security elite that the country is 
surrounded by enemies determined to dismember it, especially as cross-border 
raids into areas long claimed by Afghanistan intensify that perception. Until that 
sense of siege is gone, it will be difficult to strengthen civilian institutions in 
Pakistan.  

U.S. diplomacy has been paralyzed by the rhetoric of "the war on terror" -- a 
struggle against "evil," in which other actors are "with us or with the terrorists." 
Such rhetoric thwarts sound strategic thinking by assimilating opponents into a 
homogenous "terrorist" enemy. Only a political and diplomatic initiative that 
distinguishes political opponents of the United States -- including violent ones -- 
from global terrorists such as al Qaeda can reduce the threat faced by the Afghan 
and Pakistani states and secure the rest of the international community from the 
international terrorist groups based there. Such an initiative would have two 
elements. It would seek a political solution with as much of the Afghan and 
Pakistani insurgencies as possible, offering political inclusion, the integration of 
Pakistan's indirectly ruled Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) into the 
mainstream political and administrative institutions of Pakistan, and an end to 
hostile action by international troops in return for cooperation against al Qaeda. 
And it would include a major diplomatic and development initiative addressing 
the vast array of regional and global issues that have become intertwined with the 



crisis -- and that serve to stimulate, intensify, and prolong conflict in both 
Afghanistan and Pakistan.  

Afghanistan has been at war for three decades -- a period longer than the one that 
started with World War I and ended with the Normandy landings on D-day in 
World War II -- and now that war is spreading to Pakistan and beyond. This war 
and the attendant terrorism could well continue and spread, even to other 
continents -- as on 9/11 -- or lead to the collapse of a nuclear-armed state. The 
regional crisis is of that magnitude, and yet so far there is no international 
framework to address it other than the underresourced and poorly coordinated 
operations in Afghanistan and some attacks in the FATA. The next U.S. 
administration should launch an effort, initially based on a contact group 
authorized by the UN Security Council, to put an end to the increasingly 
destructive dynamics of the Great Game in the region. The game has become too 
deadly and has attracted too many players; it now resembles less a chess match 
than the Afghan game of buzkashi, with Afghanistan playing the role of the goat 
carcass fought over by innumerable teams. Washington must seize the 
opportunity now to replace this Great Game with a new grand bargain for the 
region.  

THE SECURITY GAP  

The Afghan and Pakistani security forces lack the numbers, skills, equipment, 
and motivation to confront the growing insurgencies in the two countries or to 
uproot al Qaeda from its new base in the FATA, along the Afghan-Pakistani 
border. Proposals for improving the security situation focus on sending 
additional international forces, building larger national security forces in 
Afghanistan, and training and equipping Pakistan's security forces, which are 
organized for conflict with India, for domestic counterinsurgency. But none of 
these proposals is sufficient to meet the current, let alone future, threats.  

Some additional troops in Afghanistan could protect local populations while the 
police and the administration develop. They also might enable U.S. and NATO 
forces to reduce or eliminate their reliance on the use of air strikes, which cause 
civilian casualties that recruit fighters and supporters to the insurgency. U.S. 
General Barry McCaffrey, among others, has therefore supported a "generational 
commitment" to Afghanistan, such as the United States made to Germany and 
South Korea. Unfortunately, no government in the region around Afghanistan 
supports a long-term U.S. or NATO presence there. Pakistan sees even the 
current deployment as strengthening an India-allied regime in Kabul; Iran is 
concerned that the United States will use Afghanistan as a base for launching 
"regime change" in Tehran; and China, India, and Russia all have reservations 
about a NATO base within their spheres of influence and believe they must 
balance the threats from al Qaeda and the Taliban against those posed by the 
United States and NATO. Securing Afghanistan and its region will require an 



international presence for many years, but only a regional diplomatic initiative 
that creates a consensus to place stabilizing Afghanistan ahead of other objectives 
could make a long-term international deployment possible.  

Afghanistan needs larger and more effective security forces, but it also needs to 
be able to sustain those security forces. A decree signed by President Karzai in 
December 2002 would have capped the Afghan National Army at 70,000 troops 
(it had reached 66,000 by mid-2008). U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates has 
since announced a plan to increase that number to 122,000, as well as add 
82,000 police, for a total of 204,000 in the Afghan National Security Forces 
(ANSF). Such increases, however, would require additional international trainers 
and mentors -- which are, quite simply, not available in the foreseeable future -- 
and maintaining such a force would far exceed the means of such a destitute 
country. Current estimates of the annual cost are around $2.5 billion for the army 
and $1 billion for the police. Last year, the Afghan government collected about 7 
percent of a licit GDP estimated at $9.6 billion in revenue -- about $670 million. 
Thus, even if Afghanistan's economy experienced uninterrupted real growth of 9 
percent per year, and if revenue extraction nearly doubled, to 12 percent (both 
unrealistic forecasts), in ten years the total domestic revenue of the Afghan 
government would be about $2.5 billion a year. Projected pipelines and mines 
might add $500 million toward the end of this period. In short, the army and the 
police alone would cost significantly more than Afghanistan's total revenue.  

Many have therefore proposed long-term international financing of the ANSF; 
after all, even $5 billion a year is much less than the cost of an international force 
deployment. But sustaining, as opposed to training or equipping, security forces 
through foreign grants would pose political problems. It would be impossible to 
build Afghan institutions on the basis of U.S. supplemental appropriations, which 
is how the training and equipping of the ANSF are mostly funded. Sustaining a 
national army or national police force requires multiyear planning, impossible 
without a recurrent appropriation -- which would mean integrating ANSF 
planning into that of the United States' and other NATO members' budgets, even 
if the funds were disbursed through a single trust fund. And an ANSF funded 
from those budgets would have to meet international or other national, rather 
than Afghan, legal requirements. Decisions on funding would be taken by the 
U.S. Congress and other foreign bodies, not the Afghan National Assembly. The 
ANSF would take actions that foreign taxpayers might be reluctant to fund. Such 
long-term international involvement is simply not tenable.  

If Afghanistan cannot support its security forces at the currently proposed levels 
on its own, even under the most optimistic economic scenario, and long-term 
international support or a long-term international presence is not viable, there is 
only one way that the ANSF can approach sustainability: the conditions in the 
region must be changed so that Afghanistan no longer needs such large and 
expensive security forces. Changing those conditions, however, will require 



changing the behavior of actors not only inside but also outside of the country -- 
and that has led many observers to embrace putting pressure on, and even 
launching attacks into, Pakistan as another deus ex machina for the increasingly 
dire situation within Afghanistan.  

BORDERLINE INSECURITY DISORDER  

After the first phase of the war in Afghanistan ended with the overthrow of the 
Taliban in 2001 (and as the United States prepared to invade Iraq), Washington's 
limited agenda in the region was to press the Pakistani military to go after al 
Qaeda; meanwhile, Washington largely ignored the broader insurgency, which 
remained marginal until 2005. This suited the Pakistani military's strategy, 
which was to assist the United States against al Qaeda but to retain the Afghan 
Taliban as a potential source of pressure on Afghanistan. But the summer of 
2006 saw a major escalation of the insurgency, as Pakistan and the Taliban 
interpreted the United States' decision to transfer command of coalition forces to 
NATO (plus U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld's announcement of a 
troop drawdown, which in fact never took place) as a sign of its intention to 
withdraw. They also saw non-U.S. troop contributors as more vulnerable to 
political pressure generated by casualties.  

The Pakistani military does not control the insurgency, but it can affect its 
intensity. Putting pressure on Pakistan to curb the militants will likely remain 
ineffective, however, without a strategic realignment by the United States. The 
region is rife with conspiracy theories trying to find a rational explanation for the 
United States' apparently irrational strategic posture of supporting a "major non-
NATO ally" that is doing more to undermine the U.S. position in Afghanistan 
than any other state. Many Afghans believe that Washington secretly supports 
the Taliban as a way to keep a war going to justify a troop presence that is actually 
aimed at securing the energy resources of Central Asia and countering China. 
Many in Pakistan believe that the United States has deceived Pakistan into 
conniving with Washington to bring about its own destruction: India and U.S.-
supported Afghanistan will form a pincer around Pakistan to dismember the 
world's only Muslim nuclear power. And some Iranians speculate that in 
preparation for the coming of the Mahdi, God has blinded the Great Satan to its 
own interests so that it would eliminate both of Iran's Sunni-ruled regional rivals, 
Afghanistan and Iraq, thus unwittingly paving the way for the long-awaited Shiite 
restoration.  

The true answer is much simpler: the Bush administration never reevaluated its 
strategic priorities in the region after September 11. Institutional inertia and 
ideology jointly assured that Pakistan would be treated as an ally, Iran as an 
enemy, and Iraq as the main threat, thereby granting Pakistan a monopoly on 
U.S. logistics and, to a significant extent, on the intelligence the United States has 
on Afghanistan. Eighty-four percent of the materiel for U.S. forces in Afghanistan 



goes through Pakistan, and the ISI remains nearly the sole source of intelligence 
about international terrorist acts prepared by al Qaeda and its affiliates in 
Pakistan.  

More fundamentally, the concept of "pressuring" Pakistan is flawed. No state can 
be successfully pressured into acts it considers suicidal. The Pakistani security 
establishment believes that it faces both a U.S.-Indian-Afghan alliance and a 
separate Iranian-Russian alliance, each aimed at undermining Pakistani 
influence in Afghanistan and even dismembering the Pakistani state. Some (but 
not all) in the establishment see armed militants within Pakistan as a threat -- 
but they largely consider it one that is ultimately controllable, and in any case 
secondary to the threat posed by their nuclear-armed enemies.  

Pakistan's military command, which makes and implements the country's 
national security policies, shares a commitment to a vision of Pakistan as the 
homeland for South Asian Muslims and therefore to the incorporation of 
Kashmir into Pakistan. It considers Afghanistan as within Pakistan's security 
perimeter. Add to this that Pakistan does not have border agreements with either 
India, into which Islamabad contests the incorporation of Kashmir, or 
Afghanistan, which has never explicitly recognized the Durand Line, which 
separates the two countries, as an interstate border.  

That border is more than a line. The frontier between Pakistan and Afghanistan 
was structured as part of the defenses of British India. On the Pakistani side of 
the Durand Line, the British and their Pakistani successors turned the difficulty 
of governing the tribes to their advantage by establishing what are now the FATA. 
Within the FATA, these tribes, not the government, are responsible for security. 
The area is kept underdeveloped and overarmed as a barrier against invaders. 
(That is also why any ground intervention there by the United States or NATO 
will fail.) Now, the Pakistani military has turned the FATA into a staging area for 
militants who can be used to conduct asymmetric warfare in both Afghanistan 
and Kashmir, since the region's special status provides for (decreasingly) 
plausible deniability. This use of the FATA has eroded state control, especially in 
Pakistan's Northwest Frontier Province, which abuts the FATA. The Swat Valley, 
where Pakistani Taliban fighters have been battling the government for several 
years, links Afghanistan and the FATA to Kashmir. Pakistan's strategy for 
external security has thus undermined its internal security.  

On September 19, 2001, when then Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf 
announced to the nation his decision to support the U.S.-led intervention against 
the Taliban in Afghanistan, he stated that the overriding reason was to save 
Pakistan by preventing the United States from allying with India. In return, he 
wanted concessions to Pakistan on its security interests.  



Subsequent events, however, have only exacerbated Pakistan's sense of 
insecurity. Musharraf asked for time to form a "moderate Taliban" government in 
Afghanistan but failed to produce one. When that failed, he asked that the United 
States prevent the Northern Alliance (part of the anti-Taliban resistance in 
Afghanistan), which had been supported by India, Iran, and Russia, from 
occupying Kabul; that appeal failed. Now, Pakistan claims that the Northern 
Alliance is working with India from inside Afghanistan's security services. 
Meanwhile, India has reestablished its consulates in Afghan cities, including 
some near the Pakistani border. India has genuine consular interests there 
(Hindu and Sikh populations, commercial travel, aid programs), but it may also 
in fact be using the consulates against Pakistan, as Islamabad claims. India has 
also, in cooperation with Iran, completed a highway linking Afghanistan's ring 
road (which connects its major cities) to Iranian ports on the Persian Gulf, 
potentially eliminating Afghanistan's dependence on Pakistan for access to the 
sea and marginalizing Pakistan's new Arabian Sea port of Gwadar, which was 
built with hundreds of millions of dollars of Chinese aid. And the new U.S.-Indian 
nuclear deal effectively recognizes New Delhi's legitimacy as a nuclear power 
while continuing to treat Islamabad, with its record of proliferation, as a pariah. 
In this context, pressuring or giving aid to Pakistan, without any effort to address 
the sources of its insecurity, cannot yield a sustainable positive outcome.  

BIG HAT, NO CATTLE  

Rethinking U.S. and global objectives in the region will require acknowledging 
two distinctions: first, between ultimate goals and reasons to fight a war; and, 
second, among the time frames for different objectives. Preventing al Qaeda from 
regrouping so that it can organize terrorist attacks is an immediate goal that can 
justify war, to the extent that such war is proportionate and effective. 
Strengthening the state and the economy of Afghanistan is a medium- to long-
term objective that cannot justify war except insofar as Afghanistan's weakness 
provides a haven for security threats.  

This medium- to long-term objective would require reducing the level of armed 
conflict, including by seeking a political settlement with current insurgents. In 
discussions about the terms of such a settlement, leaders linked to both the 
Taliban and other parts of the insurgency have asked, What are the goals for 
which the United States and the international community are waging war in 
Afghanistan? Do they want to guarantee that Afghanistan's territory will not be 
used to attack them, impose a particular government in Kabul, or use the conflict 
to establish permanent military bases? These interlocutors oppose many U.S. 
policies toward the Muslim world, but they acknowledge that the United States 
and others have a legitimate interest in preventing Afghan territory from being 
used to launch attacks against them. They claim to be willing to support an 
Afghan government that would guarantee that its territory would not be used to 



launch terrorist attacks in the future -- in return, they say, for the withdrawal of 
foreign troops.  

The guarantees these interlocutors now envisage are far from those required, and 
Afghanistan will need international forces for security assistance even if the 
current war subsides. But such questions can provide a framework for discussion. 
To make such discussions credible, the United States must redefine its 
counterterrorist goals. It should seek to separate those Islamist movements with 
local or national objectives from those that, like al Qaeda, seek to attack the 
United States or its allies directly -- instead of lumping them all together. Two 
Taliban spokespeople separately told The New York Times that their movement 
had broken with al Qaeda since 9/11. (Others linked to the insurgency have told 
us the same thing.) Such statements cannot simply be taken at face value, but 
that does not mean that they should not be explored further. An agreement in 
principle to prohibit the use of Afghan (or Pakistani) territory for international 
terrorism, plus an agreement from the United States and NATO that such a 
guarantee could be sufficient to end their hostile military action, could constitute 
a framework for negotiation. Any agreement in which the Taliban or other 
insurgents disavowed al Qaeda would constitute a strategic defeat for al Qaeda.  

Political negotiations are the responsibility of the Afghan government, but to 
make such negotiations possible, the United States would have to alter its 
detention policy. Senior officials of the Afghan government say that at least 
through 2004 they repeatedly received overtures from senior Taliban leaders but 
that they could never guarantee that these leaders would not be captured by U.S. 
forces and detained at Guantánamo Bay or the U.S. air base at Bagram, in 
Afghanistan. Talking with Taliban fighters or other insurgents does not mean 
replacing Afghanistan's constitution with the Taliban's Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan, closing girls' schools, or accepting other retrograde social policies. 
Whatever weaknesses the Afghan government and security forces may have, 
Afghan society -- which has gone through two Loya Jirgas and two elections, 
possesses over five million cell phones, and has access to an explosion of new 
media -- is incomparably stronger than it was seven years ago, and the Taliban 
know it. These potential interlocutors are most concerned with the presence of 
foreign troops, and some have advocated strengthening the current ANSF as a 
way to facilitate those troops' departure. In November 2006, one of the Taliban's 
leading supporters in Pakistan, Maulana Fazlur Rahman, publicly stated in 
Peshawar that the Taliban could participate as a party in elections in Afghanistan, 
just as his party did in Pakistan (where it recently lost overwhelmingly), so long 
as they were not labeled as terrorists.  

THE END OF THE GAME  

There is no more a political solution in Afghanistan alone than there is a military 
solution in Afghanistan alone. Unless the decision-makers in Pakistan decide to 



make stabilizing the Afghan government a higher priority than countering the 
Indian threat, the insurgency conducted from bases in Pakistan will continue. 
Pakistan's strategic goals in Afghanistan place Pakistan at odds not just with 
Afghanistan and India, and with U.S. objectives in the region, but with the entire 
international community. Yet there is no multilateral framework for confronting 
this challenge, and the U.S.-Afghan bilateral framework has relied excessively on 
the military-supply relationship. NATO, whose troops in Afghanistan are daily 
losing their lives to Pakistan-based insurgents, has no Pakistan policy. The UN 
Security Council has hardly discussed Pakistan's role in Afghanistan, even though 
three of the permanent members (France, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States) have troops in Afghanistan, the other two are threatened by movements 
(in the North Caucasus and in Xinjiang) with links to the FATA, and China, 
Pakistan's largest investor, is poised to become the largest investor in 
Afghanistan as well, with a $3.5 billion stake in the Aynak copper mine, south of 
Kabul.  

The alternative is not to place Pakistan in a revised "axis of evil." It is to pursue a 
high-level diplomatic initiative designed to build a genuine consensus on the goal 
of achieving Afghan stability by addressing the legitimate sources of Pakistan's 
insecurity while increasing the opposition to its disruptive actions. China, both an 
ally of Pakistan and potentially the largest investor in both Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, could play a particularly significant role, as could Saudi Arabia, a 
serious investor in and ally of Pakistan, former supporter of the Taliban, and 
custodian of the two holiest Islamic shrines.  

A first step could be the establishment of a contact group on the region 
authorized by the UN Security Council. This contact group, including the five 
permanent members and perhaps others (NATO, Saudi Arabia), could promote 
dialogue between India and Pakistan about their respective interests in 
Afghanistan and about finding a solution to the Kashmir dispute; seek a long-
term political vision for the future of the FATA from the Pakistani government, 
perhaps one involving integrating the FATA into Pakistan's provinces, as 
proposed by several Pakistani political parties; move Afghanistan and Pakistan 
toward discussions on the Durand Line and other frontier issues; involve Moscow 
in the region's stabilization so that Afghanistan does not become a test of wills 
between the United States and Russia, as Georgia has become; provide 
guarantees to Tehran that the U.S.-NATO commitment to Afghanistan is not a 
threat to Iran; and ensure that China's interests and role are brought to bear in 
international discussions on Afghanistan. Such a dialogue would have to be 
backed by the pledge of a multiyear international development aid package for 
regional economic integration, including aid to the most affected regions in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central Asia, particularly the border regions. (At 
present, the United States is proposing to provide $750 million in aid to the 
FATA but without having any political framework to deliver the aid.)  



A central purpose of the contact group would be to assure Pakistan that the 
international community is committed to its territorial integrity -- and to help 
resolve the Afghan and Kashmir border issues so as to better define Pakistan's 
territory. The international community would have to provide transparent 
reassurances and aid to Pakistan, pledge that no state is interested in its 
dismemberment, and guarantee open borders between Pakistan and both 
Afghanistan and India. The United States and the European Union would have to 
open up their markets to Pakistan's critical exports, especially textiles, and to 
Afghan products. And the United States would need to offer a road map to 
Pakistan to achieving the same kind of nuclear deal that was reached with India, 
once Pakistan has transparent and internationally monitored guarantees about 
the nonproliferation of its nuclear weapons technology.  

Reassurances by the contact group that addressed Pakistan's security concerns 
might encourage Pakistan to promote, rather than hinder, an internationally and 
nationally acceptable political settlement in Afghanistan. Backing up the contact 
group's influence and clout must be the threat that any breaking of agreements or 
support for terrorism originating in the FATA would be taken to the UN Security 
Council. Pakistan, the largest troop contributor to UN peacekeeping operations, 
sees itself as a legitimate international power, rather than a spoiler; confronted 
with the potential loss of that status, it would compromise.  

India would also need to become more transparent about its activities in 
Afghanistan, especially regarding the role of its intelligence agency, the Research 
and Analysis Wing. Perhaps the ISI and the RAW could be persuaded to enter a 
dialogue to explore whether the covert war they have waged against each other 
for the past 60 years could spare the territory of Afghanistan. The contact group 
could help establish a permanent Indian-Pakistani body at the intelligence and 
military levels, where complaints could be lodged and discussed. The World Bank 
and the Asian Development Bank could also help set up joint reconstruction 
programs in Afghanistan. A series of regional conferences on economic 
cooperation for the reconstruction of Afghanistan have already created a partial 
framework for such programs.  

Then there is Iran. The Bush administration responded to Iranian cooperation in 
Afghanistan in 2001 by placing Tehran in the "axis of evil" and by promising to 
keep "all options on the table," which is understood as a code for not ruling out a 
military attack. Iran has reacted in part by aiding insurgents in Afghanistan to 
signal how much damage it could do in response. Some Iranian officials, 
however, continue to seek cooperation with the United States against al Qaeda 
and the Taliban. The next U.S. administration can and should open direct 
dialogue with Tehran around the two countries' common concerns in 
Afghanistan. An opening to Iran would show that the United States need not 
depend solely on Pakistan for access to Afghanistan. And in fact, Washington and 
Tehran had such a dialogue until around 2004. In May 2005, when the United 



States and Afghanistan signed a "declaration of strategic partnership," Iran 
signaled that it would not object as long as the partnership was not directed 
against Iran. Iran would have to be reassured by the contact group that Afghan 
territory would not be used as a staging area for activities meant to undermine 
Iran and that all U.S. covert activities taking place from there would be stopped.  

Russia's main concern -- that the United States and NATO are seeking a 
permanent U.S.-NATO military presence in Afghanistan and Central Asia -- will 
also need to be assuaged. Russia should be assured that U.S. and NATO forces 
can help defend, rather than threaten, legitimate Russian interests in Central 
Asia, including through cooperation with the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization. Russia and the Central Asian states should be informed of the 
results of legitimate interrogations of militants who came from the former Soviet 
space and were captured in Afghanistan or Pakistan.  

To overcome the zero-sum competition taking place between states, ethnic 
groups, and factions, the region needs to discover a source of mutual benefit 
derived from cooperation. China -- with its development of mineral resources and 
access roads in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the financial support it gave to build 
the port of Gwadar, and its expansion of the Karakoram Highway, which links 
China to northern Pakistan -- may be that source. China is also a major supplier 
of arms and nuclear equipment to Pakistan. China has a major interest in peace 
and development in the region because it desires a north-south energy and trade 
corridor so that its goods can travel from Xinjiang to the Arabian Sea ports of 
Pakistan and so that oil and gas pipelines can carry energy from the Persian Gulf 
and Iran to western China. In return for such a corridor, China could help deliver 
much-needed electricity and even water to both countries. Such a corridor would 
also help revive the economies of both Afghanistan and Pakistan.  

MORE THAN TROOPS  

Both U.S. presidential candidates are committed to sending more troops to 
Afghanistan, but this would be insufficient to reverse the collapse of security 
there. A major diplomatic initiative involving all the regional stakeholders in 
problem-solving talks and setting out road maps for local stabilization efforts is 
more important. Such an initiative would serve to reaffirm that the West is 
indeed committed to the long-term rehabilitation of Afghanistan and the region. 
A contact group, meanwhile, would reassure Afghanistan's neighbors that the 
West is determined to address not just extremism in the region but also economic 
development, job creation, the drug trade, and border disputes.  

Lowering the level of violence in the region and moving the global community 
toward genuine agreement on the long-term goals there would provide the space 
for Afghan leaders to create jobs and markets, provide better governance, do 
more to curb corruption and drug trafficking, and overcome their countries' 



widening ethnic divisions. Lowering regional tensions would allow the Afghan 
government to have a more meaningful dialogue with those insurgents who are 
willing to disavow al Qaeda and take part in the political process. The key to this 
would be the series of security measures the contact group should offer Pakistan, 
thereby encouraging the Pakistani army to press -- or at least allow -- Taliban and 
other insurgent leaders on their soil to talk to Kabul.  

The goal of the next U.S. president must be to put aside the past, Washington's 
keenness for "victory" as the solution to all problems, and the United States' 
reluctance to involve competitors, opponents, or enemies in diplomacy. A 
successful initiative will require exploratory talks and an evolving road map. 
Today, such suggestions may seem audacious, naive, or impossible, but without 
such audacity there is little hope for Afghanistan, for Pakistan, or for the region 
as a whole.  
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