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A brief history 

On September 11, 2001, a terrorist attack de-
stroyed the twin towers of the World Trade 
Centre in New York. Another attack severely 

damaged the Pentagon building in Washington, 
and a third possible attack on the White House 
was narrowly averted. The self-confessed Saudi 
Arabian mastermind behind these events, Osama 
Bin Laden, is the leader of an international terrorist 
network, al-Qaeda, which was based at that time in 
Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda camps in Afghanistan trained 
radical Islamist fighters from various parts of the 
Middle East, Pakistan, Southeast Asia, and elsewhere. 
The extremist Muslim government of the country, 
the Taliban, supported these activities without 
itself being directly responsible for the twin towers 
incident.

In response to the terrorist attacks, the US began 
a war against Afghanistan. Initial air strikes, quickly 
followed by troops on the ground from the US and 
her coalition partners in this venture, including 
Australia, soon ousted the offending Taliban govern-
ment, destroyed the enemy al-Qaeda training camps, 
and supported the establishment of an alternative 
government of the country. However, despite these 
aims having been successfully realised, the war 
continued, auspiced by the UN, with less obvious 
military objectives.  

Nine years later, it has killed tens of thousands 
of civilians and thousands of foreign soldiers, and 
maimed many more1.  Afghanistan’s infrastructure, 
already severely damaged, now lies in ruins. Yet the 
Taliban remains a powerful religious, political and 
military force in Afghanistan, and elsewhere. Top 
Obama officials have attributed a recent car-bomb 
attempt in Times Square to the Taliban in Pakistan. 
In addition, Osama Bin Laden has not been captured 
or brought to justice, and continues to give inspira-
tion to his international followers. The operational 
capability of al-Qaeda within Afghanistan has been 
severely constrained, and it may no longer have the 
capacity for complex operations such as the 9/11 
attacks, but its re-emergence too, across the border in 
western Pakistan, is widely reported2.

With its leadership still at large, presumably also 
in Pakistan, a wide international al-Qaeda network 
almost certainly survives as well, on a decentralised, 
or even a ‘franchise’ basis, including al-Qaeda in 

North Africa3.  The need for protective international 
police and intelligence coordination persists on a 
global scale, against the threat both the Taliban and 
al-Qaeda still pose, as it would have done whether 
the war in Afghanistan had been continued or not.

Role of the UN

After the initial routing of the Taliban leader-
ship of Afghanistan by the US-led invasion, 
the UN held a conference in Bonn in 

December 2001. The conference agreed that attend-
ing Afghan opposition leaders should begin recon-
structing their country by setting up the Afghan 
Transitional Authority (ATF). The Bonn Conference 
also created the UN-mandated International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) to assist this newly estab-
lished Authority, as well as the United Nations 
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) to 
coordinate national and international efforts in the 
areas of security, governance, regional cooperation 
and development. These agreements paved the way 
for a theoretical three-way  partnership between the 
ATF, ISAF and UNAMA. 

Security Council Resolution 1386, 20 December 
2001 provided the legal foundation for this interna-
tional intervention. ISAF operations were initially 
limited to the Kabul area and its command was 
assumed by ISAF nations on a rotational basis. In 
August 2003, NATO took charge at the request of 
the UN and the Government of the Islamic Republic 
of Afghanistan. The US-led Alliance, rather than 
the ISAF nations in rotation, became responsible 
for the command and coordination of these armed 
forces. Then, in October 2003, the United Nations 
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extended ISAF’s mandate to cover the whole of 
Afghanistan (UNSCR 1510), allowing an expansion of 
ISAF’s stated mission of security and reconstruction 
throughout the country and into bordering Pakistan. 
ISAF troop levels in Afghanistan have gradually in-
creased more than tenfold since that time, as have the 
average number of daily attacks per month involving 
ISAF forces and/or Afghanistan Security forces and/
or civilians4.

Though not a UN force properly speaking, ISAF 
was originally intended to have a ‘peace-enforcement’ 
mandate under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. The 
actual dimensions of ISAF’s mandate are, however, of 
such a combat level as to stretch the meaning of the 
term ‘peace-enforcement’ to near absurdity. Military 
combat against perceived enemies in Afghanistan 
remains the chief ISAF activity, and has continued 
and intensified year by year since its inception, in an 
attempt to defeat by force all opposition to UN/NATO 
plans. Though these actions are within the bounds of 
the relevant UN Security Council resolutions, they 
illustrate the need for a court of review of the ‘consti-
tutional validity’ of such resolutions judged against 
the UN Charter. 

Aims of the War

Much of the public discussion of this war, 
its progress, and its escalation, has been 
confused and difficult to follow, perhaps 

because much of it is based on deliberate misrepre-
sentations of the essential motivation, rather than 
on an acknowledgement of the truth in this regard. 
Although the initial purpose included the quite 
reasonable instrumental aim of destroying al-Qaeda 
bases and the government that allowed them to 
thrive, its continuation does not make sense in self-
defence terms alone. It does make sense, however, as 
a war of revenge for the humiliation of 9/11, and as an 
ongoing intolerance to the wishes of large sections of 
the Afghan population. 

The desire to avenge humiliation, and to prove 
someone else wrong by force, is a hard one to satisfy, 
as anyone involved in worker’s compensation cases 
of this kind, or in acrimonious divorce proceedings, 
knows well. Such motives often lead to dispropor-
tionate and counterproductive behaviour. In addition, 
a war to avenge humiliation, like its legal equivalent, 
is apt to become self-perpetuating, as the battles 
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involved provoke further insults inevitably, fueling 
further outrage. So the United States has found the 
war in Afghanistan a difficult one to contain, let alone 
stop, even when there appears to be nothing finally to 
be gained by military means, and voices everywhere 
are asking what the war is for. The politics involved 
has discouraged acknowledgement and discussion of 
this all too human, albeit unwise, underpinning of the 
conflict, in favour of more saleable, probably inau-
thentic, justifications. 

As a war fuelled by outrage it most readily makes 
sense: anger has been expressed in no uncertain 
terms, vastly more people have been killed than died 
in the twin towers attack, vastly more property has 
been damaged, and the people of Afghanistan have 
been vastly more humbled and humiliated than those 
of the United States. On the other hand, as a war 
conducted for many of the other reasons proposed, 
it does not make sense, and has been predictably un-
successful, and probably counter-productive. 

If you really wanted to discredit Osama Bin Laden, 
or to defuse the power of al-Qaeda internationally, 
this war was not the rational way to do it. If you 
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terrorism, how really to support the development of 
civil society and actual democracy in impoverished 
sectarian countries like Afghanistan, how really to 
encourage healthy trade, etc.

Uncritical support for America’s current approach, 
such as that provided by the Australian govern-
ment and the Australian mass media, purporting to 
share America’s outrage, seeking to please the most 
powerful government and media industry in the 
world, also makes short-term but unsavoury sense. 
In the short term, in return for uncritical support, 
we receive privileged access to American intelli-
gence, military technology, etc, denied to most other 
nations, and we appear to play a role on the world 
stage beyond our size and importance. Whether 
this is a wise and good transaction, however, is also 
rarely examined, and the qualities needed for a real 
friendship with the people of America are also rarely 
considered. 

Ours has been the friendship of a sycophant, 
encouraging the US to waste effort, lives and money, 
while avoiding honest debate, and ignoring the suf-
fering of the Afghan people and the development of 
the global community. Other vested interests have 
added their own encouragement, including those 
profitting financially from the war, including those 
inside Afghanistan both native and American. They 
have also got what they wanted in the short-term, 
and for them the war has also been a success, albeit 
at the expense of the common good, while decency, 
including decent behaviour within Afghanistan, has 
been over-ridden. Such opportunism appears now 
to be entrenched as a further motive for continued 
bloodshed, with huge amounts of money at stake in 
various contractual arrangements, some legitimate 
and some criminal, benefitting both US citizens and 
some Afghans.

Commentary on the continuing war

By 2007, the dangerous emptiness of much of the 
rhetoric was evident to many commentators, 
though to no apparent avail as far as the politi-

cians were concerned. Complaints of the gap between 
the talk and the actual achievements included those 
of Anthony Cordesman5  from the US Center for 
Strategic and International Studies. His position as an 
elder statesman of Pentagon advisors is significant, 
as is the detail, precision and persistence with which 

really wanted to promote successful democracy in 
Afghanistan,  reduce the influence of the Taliban 
there, and change the way people think and behave, 
this war was not the rational way to do that either. 
War, by its nature, divides and misleads, encourages 
prejudice and opportunism, and generates violence 
and wild thoughts. 

If you really wanted to advance the fortunes of 
the impoverished and widely illiterate people of 
Afghanistan, or provide humanitarian assistance, or 
improve the lot of women and girls, war is not the 
way to do these either. War tends to cause suffering, 
rather than alleviate it, and to promote injustice. If 
you wanted to build a pipeline in Afghanistan and 
provide access to the oil and natural gas in nearby 
countries, this war has not helped in this either. War 
undermines constructive activity overall. 

If you wanted to reduce the heroin trade and the 
power of international criminal networks, this war 
has not done that. War mitigates against the rule of 
law. And if you wanted to stabilise Afghanistan, and 
reduce the likelihood of future conflict, bombing and 
shelling people does not do that either. So why say all 
these things are what the war is for, and why it has to 
be continued and expanded?

Many people have subscribed to these dubious 
reasons with apparent sincerity, even though the 
rationale does not bear much scrutiny – particu-
larly when examined against the inability of other 
recent wars to reduce the terrorist threat or change 
other countries internally. Other people, who might 
be expected to know this, may have swelled the 
numbers by giving mere lip-service to the ostensible 
reasons, without sincerity. Either way, with so much 
noise in the system, the probable actual motivation 
has been obscured and unexamined. 

Public discussion, led by politicians and the mass 
media, has concerned itself mainly with these post 
hoc justifications, rarely questioning the wisdom of 
acting out of anger and frustration in this pointless 
way, and rarely considering possible alternative, 
possibly more fruitful, reactions the US government 
might have chosen to the events of 9/11. Such alterna-
tive responses might sound very similar, even, to the 
excuses made for continuing this war, but would be 
considered in an entirely different way: they would 
be examined with honest intent, for a start – how 
really to protect ourselves against international 
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he is known to document these matters. In July, 2007, 
he noted: ‘Afghans increasingly resent US and NATO 
military activity, often seeing US sweeps and air strikes 
as directed at Afghan civilians, rather than at assisting 
them’. He noted too that ‘the Afghan central government 
(which the war effort is supposed to be maintaining) is not 
only ineffective, and often simply not present, it is also 
corrupt and making little progress in providing services 
and effective governance’. In addition: ‘the economic aid 
program is reaching far too little of the countryside, and 
Afghanistan remains a drug economy’.

 He saw the Taliban as ‘capitalising on the failures 
of the military, and the central government, and the 
foreign aid process, and, while not popular in many areas 
and not winning tactically, as expanding its presence and 
areas of influence’. At the same time, he saw Pakistan 
‘increasingly threatening to become a second front’.

U.S. officials supporting the war6 were forced, 
themselves, to acknowledge: ‘U.S. and NATO forces 
have scored significant combat successes against resurgent 
Taliban fighters (i.e. deaths, woundings and destruction of 
property), while improvements in the other areas continue 
to lag’.

Also in 2007, Senlis8 (an international drugs policy 
think tank with an office in Kabul) claimed that ‘the 
security situation in Afghanistan has reached crisis propor-
tions’, and that ‘54 per cent of Afghanistan’s landmass are 
now hosting a permanent Taliban presence and are subject 
to frequent hostile activity by the insurgency’.

By early 2008 the International Crisis Group  
referred to ‘a collective failure to tackle the root causes 
of violence in Afghanistan’ noting that ‘six years after 
the Taliban’s ousting, the international community still 
lacks a common diagnosis of what is needed to stabilise the 
country as well as a common set of objectives there’.

Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid was also com-
menting widely on the war’s growing failure to eradi-
cate the influence of the Taliban. In 2008 he wrote in 
Himal South Asian9: ‘The Taliban had made a dramatic 
comeback in Afghanistan, enlisting the help of al-Qaeda 
and Islamic extremists in Pakistan, and getting a boost 
from the explosion in heroin production that had helped 
fund their movement.’

Identifying the Taliban as the enemy insurgent 
force may also have been a problem in itself: differ-
ent parts of the country have different versions of the 
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Casualties:
By March 2010, the US and coalition 

forces had lost 1617 military personnel, and 
a further 90 had died in activities related to 
the war13. It is not known how many military 
insurgents have died but it can be presumed 
to be several times this figure.

The number of civilian deaths from the 
US and coalition initial bombing campaigns 
is unknown. Estimates of the number of 
civilians killed since then vary widely and 
must be treated with caution. Systematic 
collection of civilian fatality data only began 
in 2007. The United Nations is creating 
a civilian casualty database, but is not 
publicly accessible. Periodic updates can be 
found in Reports of the Secretary-General 
on peace and security in Afghanistan. The 
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission (AIHRC) is also collecting 
data, but the efforts of both agencies are 
hampered by insecurity and a lack of re-
sources. As a result, figures released by 
these agencies likely represent a substantial 
undercount14.  Estimates of civilian deaths, 
up to March 2010, are between 8768 and 
28,36015. The number of civilian deaths from 
insurgent military action is unknown prior 
to 2006, but since then and up to March, 
2010, is estimated at about 5 00016. 

Estimates of further civilian deaths 
resulting indirectly from the war17 (due to 
displacement, exposure, disrupted medical 
services and rising crime) range from 13,372 
to 32,969.

(The population of Afghanistan is about 
28.4 million18.)
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the country's development. There is no shortage of 
evidence of dysfunctional relationships between an 
impossible melting pot of donor governments, devel-
opment agencies, military, private contractors and the 
Afghan authorities. 

Disagreement between US and EU officials over 
strategies for eradication of opium is one prominent 
example. The consequent proliferation of the illicit 
opium economy, mostly in areas beyond govern-
ment control and the main source of funding of the 
Taliban, has led to charges that Afghanistan is dis-
integrating into a "narco-state". Latest figures from 
the UN estimate that Afghan opium generated $4 
billion income in 2007, 93% of the world's supply and 
equivalent to over half of the official economy. 

Nevertheless, the international community con-
tinues to pledge significant funding both for recon-
struction and to cover most of the cost of Afghan 
public services. The 80 countries attending the latest 
Afghanistan donor conference held in Paris in June 
2008 pledged approximately $22 billion over the next 
five years.

The current political situation:

According to Anthony Cordesman23 , thirty-
three of Afghanistan’s thirty-four provinces 
have shadow governments which collect 

taxes and have jurisdiction over the people. 

Meanwhile the Hamid Kharzai central govern-
ment is not proving in any way to be the force for 
democracy and social reform that it is supposed to 
represent. Increasing corruption among officials24  
continues to undermine fairness, extort money from 
ordinary people and to rob them of much of the inter-
national aid provided; the 2009 presidential election 
in Afghanistan was rigged25, incomplete and out of 
compliance with the country’s Constitution; and 
Khazai’s recent actions and statements have been bla-
tantly provocative and manipulative. Yet he continues 
to be supported by the US as the legitimate head of 
state, apparently for want of an acceptable alterna-
tive.  Hopes for a genuine democracy have long been 
abandoned. 

US President Obama continues to talk in terms 
of exiting the situation but has now also provided a 
further massive troop surge (30,000) in the hope that 

Taliban, and non-Taliban competing warlords con-
tribute much of the anti-government military activity 
anyway. In particular, an estimated forty-one million 
Pashtuns live in an un-demarcated area along the 
Afghanistan-Pakistan border and profess no loyal-
ties to the central governments of either Pakistan or 
Afghanistan. The majority of these were not Taliban 
supporters in the past, but aerial bombing and 
civilian casualties in their region are likely to enhance 
Taliban recruitment programs, rather than reduce 
Taliban numbers.

By early 2009, the military command of US/NATO 
forces, General Stanley McChrystal10, declared that 
‘the war to overcome the Taliban is at a stalemate, and 
the risk of defeat in attempting to achieve this aim is real, 
unless coalition forces fight harder’.

At about the same time, Canadian Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper11  expressed the opinion that the 
insurgency in Afghanistan simply could not be 
defeated militarily, and that his country should not 
provide more troops without a clear exit strategy.

Shortly after his inauguration President Obama12  
had observed: ‘There’s got to be an exit strategy. There 
has got to be a sense that this is not perpetual drift.’ He 
also affirmed that ‘the US mission in Afghanistan 
is making sure that el-Qaeda cannot attack the US 
homeland, and US interests and our allies. That is our 
number one priority’.

Foreign Aid:
$15 billion has been spent on reconstruction in 

Afghanistan since 200122 and questions are increas-
ingly asked as to whether there is sufficient return on 
the investment. In addition to concern over the failure 
to reduce corruption and violence, much criticism 
has arisen around the extent to which aid monies are 
mishandled and have had little effect in improving 
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Refugees:
There have been 3.7 million refugees 

from Afghanistan in the past two decades, 
with 1.5 million now in Iran, 2 million in 
Pakistan, and 235,000 internally displaced19.
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more muscle can ‘finish off the military task’ (whatever 
that is) once and for all. Afghanistan, however, 
may be even less likely than Vietnam to submit to 
American military power: the British Army was 
repelled three times, and the Soviet Army retreated 
at the cost of 15,000 soldiers’ lives26. At the height 
of the Soviet invasion they had 130,000 troops on 
the ground – approximately the number General 
McChrystal27  calculates will ‘finish the job’ now, 
though it did not finish anything successfully for the 
Russians. 

Obama28  has also made much of the ‘potential 
re-construction opportunities’ accompanying his 
surge, proposing new efforts to ‘soften’ the military 
approach and thereby win over the hearts and minds 
of the war-weary Afghan populace.  

Australia’s military presence:

Australian committed military forces to coali-
tion military operations in Afghanistan in 
October 2001, initially against the Taliban 

government and al-Qaeda bases there, as part of what 
became America’s  Operation Enduring Freedom. 

A review of the Afghanistan war 2001–2010

Financial Costs:
Since 2001 the US has spent $100,000,000 

per day on the war, with the total expendi-
ture by the end of 2009 of $227 billion20. The 
total cost long term, including future oc-
cupation and veterans’ benefits is projected 
as $500 billion. Interest payments on this 
addition to the US debt could add another 
$200 billion. 

By comparison, the Afghanistan govern-
ment’s annual budget is a mere $2.9 billion, 
and the country lacks both transportation 
and information infrastructure, as well as 
health and education facilities. Maternal 
death and infant mortality rates are high, 
the life expectancy for the total population is 
44 years, and the adult literacy rate is 28%21. 
The cost of a new school in Kabul is estimat-
ed as $128,000.
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Prime Minister John Howard invoked the ANZUS 
Treaty as requiring us to come to the aid of the US in 
this way. Why we have continued to participate in 
the war after the removal of these immediate threats 
is less clear.

In an interview published in The Diplomat in 
February 2008, Joel Fitzgibbon responded to the 
question: ‘Are we winning the war in Afghanistan?’  
by saying, ‘It’s a hard question to answer. The better 
question may be: which war? The military mission? The 
war for the hearts and minds of the Afghan people? Or 
the struggle to secure agreement among the International 
Security Afghanistan Force (ISAF) partners, on a coherent 
strategic plan which could deliver secure democracy and 
stability in the war-weary South Asian country.’

Scott Burchill, in The Age, 18 January 2008, wrote, 
‘The West is unable to define, let alone achieve, victory in 
Afghanistan. The problem for Rudd and his Western allies 
in Afghanistan is that the war is virtually unwinnable by 
any criteria that make rational sense.’ 

Daniel Flitton, in The Age, 3 September 2008, 
wrote, ‘The invasion was widely supported as an effort 
to hunt down the perpetrators of the September 11 attacks 
and topple the Taliban. The mission has crept towards an 
entirely different goal. The West is now propping up a 
country for the long term.’

In his address to the C.E.W. Bean Foundation 
Dinner in October 2008, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
stated, ‘Our commitment to Afghanistan is critical, 
because it is clearly in our national interest. Beyond the 
immediate and direct threat of terrorism, we have a second 
national interest at stake. Working with our partners in 
Afghanistan, we show that we are a committed to doing 
our fair share to tackle international security challenges 
as an engaged middle power and as a real partner in our 
alliance with the United States. It is right for us to play a 
role in meeting global security challenges.’ On 29 April 
2009, he said much the same: ‘In Afghanistan, Australia 
has two fundamental interests at stake. First, we need to 
deny sanctuary to terrorists who have threatened and killed 
Australian citizens. Second, we also have an enduring com-
mitment to the United States under the ANZUS Treaty 
which was formally invoked at the time of the September 11 
attacks in New York and Washington.’

Whatever they make of such statements, 
Australians are almost equally divided29  in their 
support for, or opposition to, a continued troop 
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deep aversion to committing forces for anything like what 
we would now call ‘stabilisation’ operations.’   

‘The last two decades, however, have been different.  
Where once any deployment had to begin with a credible 
exit strategy, today our forces are committed to multiple 
operations for which there are no clear end, no clear pros-
pects of success, no clear idea of what would success mean. 
These military interventions have generally been popular 
with voters, and not only in Australian: the same phenome-
non has been seen throughout the West. The notion that we 
represent ‘A Force for Good’ combines irresistible appeals 
both to those who favour military assertiveness and those 
who go for moralistic activism.  

‘Now Afghanistan is the first operation since Vietnam 
in which Australia has either taken or [so far as we know] 
inflicted significant numbers of casualties.  As the number 
of people killed in these operations on both sides mount, 
questions about the operational conduct, strategic purpose 
and moral basis of the operations become more pressing. 
Yet Australians have remained curiously incurious about 
the operations which are being conducted in their name.  
The Government, and the ADF, have argued that public 
exposure of information about operations risks soldiers’ 
lives, and this seems to have been accepted by the media 
and by voters as a reason not to press.  The result has been 
a remarkable lack of public information about the wars we 
are fighting today. And we seem not to care.  We have been 
happy enough to assume that ADF contingents are suc-
cessfully achieving their missions in accordance with the 
highest ideals of the profession of arms.

‘Yet the strategic purposes for which Australian forces 
are deployed to places like Afghanistan are profoundly 
unclear.  The chances of success are slight.  And in 
counter-insurgency operations, where the enemy wears no 
uniform and fights among the populace, decisions about 
who to kill, and who to spare, are enormously complex and 
inherently subject to error – as the Government’s recent 
decision to empower officers to pay cash to those whose 
relatives have been wrongly killed so clearly acknowledges.  
As citizens we have both interests and responsibilities 
for what our armed forces do in our name, and we have 
no right simply to assume that all is well in these murky 
wars.’

ADF numbers in Afghanistan have fluctuated 
while gradually increasing over the years of the war. 
There are currently 1550 ADF personnel serving in 
Afghanistan as part of the NATO-led International 
Security Assistance Force. The Minister of Defence, 
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deployment in Afghanistan. It seems likely, judging 
by the reporting of this war in our mass media, that 
most are unaware of just how many people we are 
killing there. In addition, the limited information 
provided on this war, with most accounts coming 
from reporters strictly ‘embedded’ with our troops, 
makes it likely that inadvertent killings of uninvolved 
civilians go unnoticed, or are readily covered-up.

In June 2009, Hugh White30 , former Deputy 
Secretary of Defence  and now Professor of Strategic 
Studies in the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre at 
the Australian National University, commented: ‘For 
twenty years after Vietnam, Australians seemed to have 
taken to heart a great lesson: that it was a costly mistake 
to try to use armed force to shape the social and politi-
cal arrangements of other countries and peoples, whether 
our purpose was to support our strategic interests or to 
promote what we call our ‘values’. From the early 1970s to 
the late 1980s, Australian governments and voters showed 

Picture: Defence Science and Technology Organisation
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Senator Faulkner31, has indicated that this number, 
on average, will be maintained throughout 2010, ‘on 
current operational planning’. Ours is the biggest 
non-NATO  troop contribution. 

About 300 are special forces, whose task is to 
capture or kill those they identify as insurgent 
leaders and bomb-makers. The remaining bulk of the 
troops form a mentor and reconstruction taskforce. 
The mentors are in small teams in isolated outposts, 
serving with Afghan troops with the aim of building 
their capacity (to identify, capture or kill the ‘enemy’). 
Reconstruction engineers supervise building projects. 
Others fly and maintain aircraft at Kandahar Airfield.

  As of March 2010, 11 Australian soldiers have 
died in fighting in Afghanistan and 120 have been 
wounded32. Australians have killed many militant 
insurgents, some individually targetted for assassina-
tion, as well as presumably killing directly or indi-
rectly as a consequence of the war, large numbers of 
Afghan civilians. 

The financial cost to Australia of military opera-
tions in Afghanistan is budgeted as $1.2 billion in 
2009/201033. At the same time, our aid to Afghanistan 
is largely squandered because of the high levels of 
official corruption, and the impossibility of address-
ing the country’s basic problems while also running a 
war there.  
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What Australia could do now
Countries close to Afghanistan are probably 

unlikely, or not in a position to encourage such a 
review, but Australia and other more peripheral in-
terested parties could do so, given the political will.

Later, the UN might convene a further interna-
tional conference with the purpose of reaching a 
more regional consensus on Afghanistan. It is im-
portant for Afghanistan's neighbours to be assured 
of the country's neutrality in world politics in return 
for a commitment to a policy of non-interference in 
Afghanistan. 

And in general, as part of a renewed appraisal 
of the events of 9/11, we need to encourage a new 
discretion in the use of the term ‘terrorist’. Rather 
than to label in this way all violent opposition to our 
plans in other countries, or the plans of our allies, 
we need to identify those actually likely to commit 
terrorist acts on our soil, not confusing them with 
people whose behaviour we just do not like. Many of 
the insurgents we are fighting in Afghanistan are not 
a threat to us, however much we abhor their narrow 
minds, their corrupt disdain for the common good 
in their own country, and their treatment of women. 
We need then to protect ourselves against our actual 
enemies in a rational and effective way. If Australia 
really is to be an honest friend to the people of the 
United States, we should encourage further thought 
on the fundamentals of how this is to be done. This 
might include asking why desperate people resort to 
terrorist acts, against the United States and others, to 
express their frustrations, in the first place, and what 
else can be done about this, apart from bombing and 
shelling them.

We should acknowledge, and encourage 
others to acknowledge, that many of the 
stated aims of the war in Afghanistan 

have been illusory, and that the Afghan people will 
liberate their country from the scourges of corrup-
tion, lawlessness and religious extremism over the 
longer term, if they want to. We can encourage this, 
and it is in our interests to do so as well as theirs, 
but military force is unlikely to provide the means. 
If we really want to assist the people of Afghanistan 
we could promote education and literacy, promote 
health services, and give public service training. 

Our initial action, in the knowledge of the debacle 
the war in Afghanistan has become, must lie in the 
withdrawal of foreign occupying forces34, and the 
sooner the better, respecting the right and capacity 
of Afghans themselves to sort out what happens 
next, and supporting them constructively in this. 
This means supporting an internal peace process in 
which all parties are involved, including the Taliban. 

If the UN is to help, the UN needs to review 
the original decisions of the Bonn Conference, 
acknowledge that the intended three-way partner-
ship between the Afghan Transitional Authority, the 
United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, 
and ISAF, has not materialised: the Afghan 
Transitional Authority has disappointed, and ISAF 
has not kept the peace. With regard to ‘peace-keep-
ing’ of this kind, many international lawyers argue 
for the establishment of a new type of world ‘high 
court’ to constrain the de facto UN ‘executive’ role 
in such matters, with an appropriate form of judicial 
review. 
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