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 ■ After the September 11, 2001 attacks, the United States deployed troops to Afghanistan 

to defeat al Qaeda and remove the Taliban from power.  

 { The withdrawal of U.S. forces has long been discussed and in July 2018, the U.S. 

initiated peace talks, now suspended, with the Taliban that excluded the elected 

Afghan government.

 ■ Syrian protests in 2011 spiraled into a civil war that permitted ISIS to conquer significant 

territory in Syria and Iraq.  

 { In 2014, U.S. and allied forces, including the Kurds, began operations to destroy 

ISIS’ territorial caliphate that concluded in March 2019.  

 { In October 2019, President Trump announced a withdrawal of U.S. forces from Syria.

BACKGROUND 
ON THE U.S. 
ROLE IN 
AFGHANISTAN 
AND SYRIA

 ■ Withdrawal from Afghanistan would allow the Taliban and terrorist organizations 

to operate as they did before 9/11, placing the U.S. in grave jeopardy.

 ■ Withdrawal from Syria reopens the door to ISIS and tells our enemies we are 

unserious and our allies we are unreliable.  

AUTHORS’ 
VIEWS

 ■ Whether the U.S. should retain a military presence in Afghanistan and reinstate its 

military presence in Syria.

 ■ The consequences of withdrawal to U.S. national security.

KEY ISSUES AT 
STAKE

 ■ AFGHANISTAN

 { U.S. and allied forces should be increased to 40,000 troops total, 

divided evenly between training and counterterrorism missions.

 { The United States should not accept any negotiated outcome where 

the Taliban may have opportunity to return to power. 

 ■ SYRIA

 { U.S. forces should return to Syria in exchange for the departure of 

Turks, and a 3-5 mile buffer along Syria’s Turkish border should be 

maintained by U.S. and Arab allied forces.

 { The ceasefire between the Turks and Kurds should be made permanent.

 { ISIS prisoners should be secured and high-value inmates transferred 

to the U.S. prison in Guantanamo Bay.
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Background on the U.S. Role in Afghanistan and Syria

 ■ The post 9/11 deployment. The United States military first deployed to Afghanistan in October 2001 as part 

of Operation Enduring Freedom in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks,1 with the goal of defeating al Qaeda and 

removing the Taliban government from power.

 { While the initial deployment of U.S. forces on the ground was fairly limited to a few thousand soldiers at 

the outset—principally U.S. special forces, Marines, and CIA paramilitary operators assisting Afghan forces 

fighting the Taliban and directing U.S. airpower—over the course of the ongoing 18-year campaign, the 

United States deployed nearly 900,000 troops, suffered 2,419 casualties, and spent $745 billion on military 

operations alone.2 

 ■ The current U.S. role. Currently, the United States has approximately 14,000 troops deployed in Afghanistan, 

with some 8,500 of those troops deployed as part of a 17,000-troop NATO Resolute Support Mission (RSM) 

launched in 2015 to train, advise, and assist Afghan security forces, and made up of forces from 38 NATO 

allies and partners.3   The remaining U.S. troops serve in a counterterrorism role.4 

 { The stated “fundamental objective” of the U.S. presence in Afghanistan is “preventing any further attacks 

on the United States by terrorists enjoying safe haven or support in Afghanistan.”5 

 { While the Taliban government was initially removed from power by allied forces in December 2001, the 

Taliban have maintained a strong insurgent effort and have been aided by the presence in Afghanistan of al 

Qaeda and its local affiliates, the Haqqani Network and Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), as well 

as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and its local affiliate Islamic State-Khorasan Province (ISIS-K).6   

Some measures indicate that insurgents and terrorists are contesting or control more territory today than 

any time since 2001.7 

 ■ Diplomatic efforts and the Afghan government. Despite the expenditure of nearly $133 billion by the United 

States on reconstruction assistance to Afghanistan since 2001, the Afghan government and security forces 

remain relatively weak,8 and even the recent Presidential election, which was postponed and eventually 

held in late September, remains unresolved.9 

 { Direct negotiations between the United States and the Taliban aimed at resolving the Afghan conflict first 

took place in 2010 between the Obama Administration and Taliban representatives in Qatar.  While these 

negotiations broke down at times and did not result in conflict termination, they eventually culminated in 

the release of U.S. prisoner Bowe Bergdahl in exchange for five high-ranking Taliban officials imprisoned 

at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.10 

AFGHANISTAN
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 { In July 2018, the Trump Administration resumed direct negotiations with the Taliban without the involvement 

of the Afghan government, which was opposed to such talks and with whom the Taliban refused to negotiate.  

 { In January 2019, a framework agreement was announced under which the U.S. would withdraw its forces 

from Afghanistan in exchange for the Taliban “do[ing] what is necessary…[to] prevent Afghanistan from ever 

becoming a platform for international terrorist groups or individuals.” 

 { By March 2019 a draft agreement had been reached;11 however, in early September 2019, on the eve of 

further negotiations scheduled to take place in the United States, under political pressure due to the 9/11 

anniversary and recent Taliban attack killing a U.S. solider, President Trump announced the termination of 

talks with the Taliban.12 

 ■ The Syrian conflict. Recent U.S. involvement in Syria dates back to 2011, when anti-government protests 

led to a crackdown by Syrian President Bashar al Assad; at the time, the U.S. government called on Assad 

to step down and numerous political and armed groups, including ISIS, began actively fighting the regime.13 

 { The United States began providing non-lethal aid to the vetted Syrian opposition in 2013 and both the 

President and Congress considered but ultimately did not authorize military action against the Syrian regime 

in response to an August 2013 chemical weapons attack on civilians.14  In 2014, the U.S. government, with 

Congressional support, initiated a Defense Department program to provide lethal assistance and training 

to the vetted Syrian opposition,15 but later reports indicate the program enjoyed little success, if any.16 

 ■ U.S. military forces have been engaged in active operations in Syria since September 2014, when the United 

States began conducting airstrikes against ISIS targets to limit its ability to conduct operations in Iraq.  This 

effort was formalized as Combined Joint Task Force-Operation Inherent Resolve, which includes over 70 

countries and works with local opposition forces to combat ISIS.17 

 { In late 2015, the United States had approximately 50 ground troops in Syria supporting CJTF-OIR efforts, a 

number that had expanded to approximately 2,000 by late 2017;18 the principal role of these forces was to 

work with partner forces in the Syrian opposition to fight ISIS and to prevent ISIS from controlling territory 

in Syria.19 

 ■ The Trump Syria policy. In early 2018, President Trump indicated the United States would be withdrawing troops 

in an expedited manner from Syria.  Between then and the fall of 2019, U.S. decisionmakers went back and 

forth about whether to withdraw troops from Syria and at what rate,20 due to concerns about the resurgence 

of terrorist forces and the perceived lack of the ability of partner forces to sustain their gains against potential 

incursions by the Syrian regime, remaining ISIS insurgent forces, and (eventually), Turkish regime forces. 

 { While the President ordered a full withdrawal in December 2018, ultimately, in early 2019, the U.S. government 

indicated several hundred U.S. troops would remain in Syria for some period of time.21 

 { In March 2019, Syrian opposition forces—principally led by U.S.-supported Kurdish forces—succeeded in 

removing ISIS from its last territorial stronghold in Syria;22  however, relative to the Syrian government forces, 

buttressed by Iranian and Russian military support and Iran’s Hezbollah proxy force, Syrian opposition forces 

have lost significant ground and are at a distinct military disadvantage.23 

SYRIA
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 ■ The current situation in Syria. In early October 2019, with the U.S. having approximately 1,000 troops 

remaining in Syria, the President announced the pullback of a handful of troops stationed near the Turkish 

border,24 opening the way for a Turkish incursion into Syria to establish what Turkey refers to as “safe zone” 

by removing Kurdish forces from the Syria-Turkey border region.

 { Following significant incursions by the Turks, the President announced a full-scale withdrawal of U.S. troops 

from Syria and simultaneously sought to create the conditions for a ceasefire between the Turks and the 

Kurds by imposing sanctions on Turkey and actively seeking a diplomatic resolution to the conflict.25 

Key Issues at Stake

Authors’ Views

 ■ Scope of U.S. presence. Whether the United States should reinstate or retain a military presence in Afghanistan 

or Syria and if so, the appropriate size of such presence and whether it ought be standalone or part of a 

larger allied mission.

 ■ The terrorist threat. If the United States permanently draws down its military presence in either country, 

how the United States will defend against potential terrorist threats emanating from Afghanistan and Syria, 

including threats from groups like al Qaeda, AQIS, ISIS, and ISIS-K.

 ■ U.S. allies and partners. The impact of any full U.S. withdrawal on partner forces and governments, including 

the Afghan government, the remaining Northern Alliance forces and their supporters, the Kurdish forces that 

fought ISIS, and other members of the SDF.

 ■ U.S. Interests and credibility. The impact of any full U.S. withdrawal on other U.S. foreign policy objectives 

in the region, including limiting the influence of Russia, Iran, and Pakistan, as well as the impact of such 

withdrawal on the perception of the United States around the globe.

 ■ The U.S. must maintain a presence in Afghanistan and Syria. The longstanding United States military 

presence in Afghanistan and more recent presence in Syria is a forward defense that has helped keep 

the United States relatively safe from terrorist attacks at home by collecting intelligence where the enemy 

operates, fighting the enemy in these areas, and disrupting the planning of terrorist attacks in the United 

States and against our allies abroad.

 { As a result, reestablishing and maintaining a significant U.S. military presence in these areas is critical to 

keeping Americans safe; and while there are undoubtedly key questions about how large a presence is 

necessary, the role and mission of those forces, and what conflict termination, if any, might look like, the 

obvious challenges in addressing these issues should not be used as a lever to argue for the complete 

withdrawal of U.S. forces.
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 ■ The Taliban must not be allowed to return to power. In Afghanistan, the notion that we are directly negotiating 

with the very armed groups that supported and protected Usama bin Laden prior to and after the September 

11 attacks, and who are responsible for the deaths of nearly 2,500 American soldiers while our ally, the 

democratically elected Afghan government, has no seat at the table, is deeply troubling.

 { The presence of U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan is a key element in keeping the democratically 

elected, allied government in place. Without an allied government in Afghanistan, the Taliban will almost 

certainly retake power, putting Afghanistan’s territory and natural resources once again in the hands of 

the people that allowed Usama bin Laden to use their land as an operating base for the 9/11 attacks and 

will likewise put Pakistan—a nation with whom we have serious concerns—in the driver’s seat in Kabul.

 { The fact that elections have faced serious challenges in Afghanistan and that the Afghanistan National 

Defence and Security Forces (ANDSF) continue to struggle in taking responsibility for their own defense 

is not a basis for abandoning our allies that have fought alongside us for nearly two decades and have 

done so at significant personal risk, nor is it is a basis for allowing the Taliban to return to power; to do so 

would waste the huge amounts of time, manpower, and resources we have already sacrificed in this fight.

 ■ The U.S. must remain actively engaged in Afghanistan. Abandoning Afghanistan at this time will not make 

the United States safer. To the contrary, it will simply permit the reestablishment of a terrorist hotbed, just 

like the opening that was created for the Taliban following the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan 

in the 1980s.  But now, the foreign fighters won’t be just al Qaeda sympathizers, they will include the fighters 

from the ongoing Syrian conflict and coming out of the development of ISIS and its various affiliates.  The 

post-Soviet vacuum in Afghanistan was a critical precursor to the attacks of 9/11 and we ought not recreate 

the same issue now. 

 ■ The U.S. should not repeat the mistake of the Iraq withdrawal in Syria. Similarly, pulling out of the Syrian 

conflict precipitously stands to achieve the same outcome as our withdrawal from Iraq in the Obama 

Administration, a withdrawal led to the eventual resurgence and powerful advance of ISIS which, at its height, 

had captured significant swaths of territory in both Iraq and Syria and was beginning to function as the first 

true terrorist state of the 21st century.

 { Indeed, the 2011 withdrawal from Iraq at a time when the Iraqi security forces were unprepared to take the 

lead in their own defense created the conditions for the success of ISIS in the 2013-2015 timeframe.  This 

should be a cautionary tale for the United States as we consider a withdrawal under similar conditions in 

Afghanistan where the ANDSF are similarly hamstrung and in Syria where the only capable replacement 

forces are those run by our enemies (Iran, Hezbollah, Syria, and Russia) or those that would massacre 

our allies (Turkey).

 { Moreover, the aftermath of our decision to move our troops out of the way—allowing Turkey to come 

across the border—is also likely to have serious consequences for the security of Americans at home and 

for our foreign policy abroad.  For example, it is virtually certain that our abandonment of our allies and 

our willingness to let a combination of Turkish, Russian, Syrian, and Iranian forces overrun them will play 

right into the hands of ISIS, removing the most capable fighting force that went up against it, as well as 

permitting it to recruit forces to its side.
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 { The withdrawal from Syria will—accurately—be portrayed by our enemies and allies as America speaking 

loudly and carrying little to no stick.  An American foreign policy that relies on rhetoric and sanctions 

without a willingness to use our military to defend our interests and obtain successful outcomes will yield 

two results: enemies will no longer fear us and allies will no longer trust us.  

 ■ Leaving Syria will increase the terrorist threat to the United States. While there is no doubt that the United 

States cannot and should not fight endless wars, we must also recognize that neither of these conflicts is at 

an end; to the contrary, while on the run and marginalized, al Qaeda remains a strong adversary, capable of 

pivoting back to attacking the United States and our allies the moment we start to ease up on the pressure, 

particularly if we provide them a gathering ground in a newly Taliban-controlled, West-abandoned Afghanistan.

 { And ISIS is potentially an even greater threat; not only is ISIS not defeated nor on the run and marginalized, 

contrary to popular belief, ISIS and its affiliates around the globe remain strong.  While the “territorial 

caliphate” has been dismantled, many hardened ISIS fighters and leaders remain in the fight. With the likely 

collapse of the Kurds as fighting force and jailer of ISIS fighters, and with the Turks seeming indifference 

to ISIS prisoners, ISIS’ ability to undertake terrorist attacks in the region and in the West, as well as its 

ability to once again resurge in the Middle East has improved considerably.

 ■ The U.S. must re-establish and sustain its military presence in both regions. Given all this, the only reasonable 

immediate-term solution is for the United States to reestablish its military presence in both regions, double 

down on a serious effort to train, equip, and make professional forces out of our partners, and make clear 

to our allies and enemies alike that we are willing to stick it out for the long-haul.

“THE WITHDRAWAL FROM SYRIA 
WILL—ACCURATELY—BE PORTRAYED 

BY OUR ENEMIES AND ALLIES AS 
AMERICA SPEAKING LOUDLY AND 

CARRYING LITTLE TO NO STICK.”
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AFGHANISTAN

 ■ The U.S. and Allied troop presence should be nearly doubled. The United States should keep the existing 

deployment of 14,000 troops in Afghanistan for the foreseeable future, shifting approximately 4,500 of 

those forces back to the offensive counterterrorism mission and should require NATO to likewise match this 

deployment with another 10,000 troops from allied nations to work the counterterrorism mission.

 { The United States should then deploy additional forces in support of the NATO RSM train and equip mission 

to replace those shifting back to counterterrorism and should expand U.S. forces working in support of 

the RSM mission to a total of 10,000 troops and likewise require NATO to expand their forces to match the 

overall U.S. commitment in order to help further strengthen the ANDSF. 

 { This would bring total U.S. forces up to 20,000 troops in theatre and 40,000 allied troops overall, equally 

divided between the offensive counterterrorism and train and equip missions, with a total new commitment 

of 6,000 U.S. troops and 11,500 troops from NATO.

 ■ The U.S. should not negotiate with the Taliban nor accept a potential return to power. The United States 

should halt direct negotiations with the Taliban and make clear to all regional actors, particularly Pakistan, 

that a Taliban government in Kabul is not acceptable to the United States and that any negotiated political 

settlement will require negotiations with, and the participation of, the current Afghan government.

SYRIA

 ■ The U.S. withdrawl from Syria should be halted and reversed. The current drawdown of all U.S. forces in 

Syria should immediately be halted and U.S. troops should return to their positions before the drawdown 

began, including near the border between Syria and Turkey.

 ■ The U.S. should defend its Kurdish allies. With respect to Syria, given the current position of the Turkish 

forces inside of Syria, the United States must immediately move to enforce and extend the negotiated 

ceasefire and make clear to Turkish forces that we will regard further attacks on the Kurds or on U.S. forces 

in Syria a violation of the ceasefire requiring a U.S. military response.

 { U.S. forces should be moved into position in theatre to respond as necessary to further Turkish aggression 

or to take action against any ISIS or affiliated forces seeking to take advantage of the situation.
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 { The United States should then require Turkish forces to return across the border in exchange for the United 

States assembling an international coalition of interested parties – based principally on the CJTF-OIR coalition 

and primarily built on Arab partner nation forces with U.S. support – to enforce a 3-5 mile-wide demilitarized 

zone at the Turkish-Syrian border; this may require an additional deployment of some U.S. forces.

 ■ The U.S. should secure all prisoners and take direct custody of high-value detainees. The United States 

should take all high-level al Qaeda and ISIS-affiliated prisoners and other high-value detainees, whether in 

allied, Kurdish, or Afghan custody and transfer them to the U.S. military facility at Guantanamo Bay to avoid 

the potential for re-release of these actors into the fight.

 { Other detainees—including non-high level ISIS fighters and Afghan Taliban supporters—ought be held by 

a combination of American and allied partner forces, subject to an agreement to keep them detained so 

long as the conflict continues and to develop appropriate reintegration or long-term detention options, in 

the region, perhaps (for ISIS detainees in Syria) at the outer limits of the demilitarized zone described above 

and (for Taliban detainees in Afghanistan) at the prison facilities at Bagram.

“IN AFGHANISTAN, U.S. 
AND ALLIED FORCES 

SHOULD BE INCREASED 
TO 40,000 TROOPS 

TOTAL DIVIDED EVENLY 
BETWEEN TRAINING AND 

COUNTERTERRORISM 
MISSIONS.”
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