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I n providing additional military forces for the
Afghanistan war, the Obama administration
has demonstrated that Afghanistan is no

longer an economy-of-force campaign. But a
troop surge alone is not enough to win the
war. In orthodox counterinsurgency theory,
providing essential services and strengthening
governance are as important as fighting the
enemy with guns and bullets.! A precondition
for allied success is an Afghan state that is
legitimate in the eyes of its citizens and able

to provide them with essential services. A
renewed U.S. commitment to funding grassroots
development and governance in Afghanistan

must therefore accompany the influx of troops.

The Afghan government’s National Solidarity
Program (NSP) and other programs like it deserve
much more American support. The president of the
World Bank estimates the economic rate of return
on the NSP to be almost 20 percent.> NSP is exem-
plary not simply in terms of the tangible services it
has delivered to Afghanistan’s population; “owned”
by the Afghans and run with an emphasis on trans-
parency, the NSP is one of the few initiatives from
Kabul to have generated significant goodwill among
rural communities. Furthermore, the NSP has
achieved concrete successes at a price tag consider-
ably lower than large-scale, Western-led initiatives.

Given the success of the NSP to date, the United
States should not only continue its funding but
should also help expand the program across
Afghanistan. Only through steadfast support of
the NSP and similarly structured enterprises can
hard-won military gains be consolidated into an
enduring, Afghan-led peace.

What is the NSP?

Upon assuming power in 2001, the post-Taliban
government envisioned the creation of “national”
development projects responsible for creating pub-
lic trust in governance.” These programs included
a National Emergency Employment Program

to provide jobs across the country, a National
Health and Education Program to get basic health
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“A precondition for allied success is an
Afghan state that is legitimate in the eyes
of its citizens and able to provide them
with essential services.”

packages to citizens and get children back in
school, a National Transportation Program to make
Afghanistan a land bridge for South and Central
Asia and the Gulf, a National Telecommunications
Program to set up a cell phone network across the
country and attract private investment, a National
Accountability Program to build good financial
management, and finally, a National Solidarity
Program to carry out rural development, empower
citizens in decision-making, and connect them to
their government.

The NSP has become one of the government’s

most successful rural development projects.*

Under the program, the Afghan Ministry of Rural
Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) disburses
modest grants to village-level elected organiza-
tions called Community Development Councils
(CDCs), which in turn identify local priorities and
implement small-scale development projects.” A
limited number of domestic and international non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) then assist

the CDCs. Once a CDC agrees on a venture, $200
per family (with a ceiling of $60,000 per village) is
distributed for project execution.® Afghans contrib-
ute 10 percent of project costs through cash, labor,
or other means.

Under this model, the NSP has built schools

for thousands of children, constructed village

water pumps that save many hours of labor, and
assembled irrigation networks that have enabled

far higher agricultural yields.” More than 12,000
village development councils have been elected,
more than 19,000 project plans have been approved,
and nearly half of these projects have already been
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completed.® The NSP is the only government
program functioning in all 34 provinces, and it has
affected nearly two-thirds of Afghanistan’s rural
population.” Moreover, women — whose inclusion
is a mandatory component of the program - consti-
tute 35% of the elected CDC representatives.'

The Limitations of Conventional,
Western-led Development

Large scale Western-led development projects
have accomplished much good in Afghanistan,
and they have an important role to play in further
reconstruction activities. But much of this con-
ventional development assistance has done little
to reinforce the legitimacy of the Afghan govern-
ment."! According to Oxfam, only one-third of all
international aid is funneled through the Afghan
government. The absence of an Afghan imprima-
tur on most sizable development projects means
the central government often gets little credit when
progress is made on the ground.

Worse still, traditional development programs

have acquired a debilitating stigma in the eyes of
many Afghans. A common Afghan complaint is
that more funds are expended on the operation of
international NGOs and their consultants than on
Afghan needs. And even with the best of intentions,
conventional assistance projects are often designed
with an eye to donor constraints rather than
recipient needs, often limiting the effectiveness of
projects.'

The NSP: A Legitimate, Afghan-owned
Alternative

In contrast to Western-led initiatives, the NSP is
distinguished by the degree to which Afghans are
personally invested in its projects. The high degree
of Afghan participation stems from the way the
program is structured: Afghan citizens are involved
in every aspect of the decision-making process,
from project selection to implementation, and

the expenditure of funds is publicly tracked and
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“The NSP generates institutions at the
local level that are crucial to any vision
of a future, self-sustaining Afghan state.”

monitored by villagers. Project results are tangible
and of immediate use.

Moreover, the NSP also generates institutions at
the local level that are crucial to any vision of a
future, self-sustaining Afghan state. The elected
Community Development Councils remain intact
after project completion, and in some cases these
structures have resolved protracted conflicts.”* The
CDCs have also started to federate spontaneously,
with dozens of villages pooling resources and
completing larger scale projects that no one vil-
lage could afford or manage alone. Building on this
natural demand, the program has now facilitated
the formation of District Development Assemblies,
where the dozen or so CDCs in a district send rep-
resentatives to a district level body to discuss, plan
and organize larger projects. In this way, the NSP is
helping villagers establish relationships as Afghan
citizens that bridge traditional divides.

There is no better indicator of the NSP’s credibility
at the grassroots level than the Taliban’s response
to the program. Attuned to the widespread admi-
ration for the NSP in rural communities across
Afghanistan, the Taliban avoids attacking projects
under its aegis."* As Senator Carl Levin recently
observed after a trip to a primary school built under
the NSP, villagers from the three Afghan communi-
ties that had collaborated in its construction were
“prepared to defend it with their lives against the
Taliban."®

None of this is to suggest that the NSP is some
kind of panacea. Even a fully funded, optimally
scaled program will not in and of itself ensure the
emergence of a self-sustaining Afghan state. And
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there are other important development efforts in
Afghanistan that must be supported in partnership
with the government. Nonetheless, the NSP has to
date proven to be one of the more successful meth-
ods of generating links between the government
and Afghan citizens.

Supporting the NSP: The U.S. Role

Since its inception in 2003, NSP has received
approximately $900 million from international
donors.’ Although the United States provided $5.7
billion in assistance to Afghanistan in 2008, aid

to the NSP still constitutes a tiny fraction of this
overall budget: Congress appropriated a paltry $65
million in 2008."

As the United States sends more forces to
Afghanistan, the timely provision of funding for
essential services and governance initiatives is criti-
cal. Supplemental funding for NSP should do two
things:

First, the United States should provide funds to
cover existing budget shortfalls. This will enable
those “shovel-ready” projects currently languishing
throughout Afghanistan to break ground. In areas
where NSP initiatives have succeeded, follow-on
projects should be initiated to take advantage of
the momentum gained. Rural communities expect
to move on from completed NSP projects to new
initiatives under the program, and cutting their
funding squanders carefully accumulated goodwill.

Second, the United States should help Afghanistan
expand the NSP as quickly as possible. Such growth
is consistent with the NSP’s original design, which
incorporated the need for rapid scaling. Expansion
over the next two years can begin by targeting the
approximately 13,000 villages that currently lack
coverage, including insecure areas in southern

and eastern Afghanistan.'”® In the long run, the
United States can examine options that would help
Afghanistan extend the NSP model into urban
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“Increasing support for programs like
the NSP can strategically leverage all
the instruments of American national
power instead of relying on military force
alone.”

neighborhoods in need of effective governance.”
The United States could also provide funds at
the district level to be managed by the District
Development Assemblies, for larger infrastruc-
ture projects such as irrigation canals, roads and
bridges.

MRRD estimates that NSP needs at least $300 mil-
lion annually to continue existing operations and
extend the program’s penetration into new areas.”
The United States should make use of as many
budgetary avenues as possible, including boosting
current USAID disbursements to ARTF, in order to
help Afghanistan reach this goal.

Conclusion

Buttressing the Afghan government’s legitimacy —
and the governance and development efforts that
underpin it — is the fundamental coalition objec-
tive in Afghanistan today. The United States and its
allies face a long and difficult road in Afghanistan.
But by building relationships between Kabul and
far-flung communities, the NSP is easing the jour-
ney ahead. Increasing support for programs like the
NSP can strategically leverage all the instruments
of American national power instead of relying on
military force alone. And by partnering with Kabul,
the United States can improve its own security by
building an Afghan state through Afghan means.
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