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New America Founddion
“Does Nation-Building Have a Future?”
New America Founddion, 1630Connecticut Ave. NW, 20 Aug 2008,12 PM

The New American Founddion hdd adiscussion regarding naion-building effortsin
Afghanistan and thefuture of U.S. nation buildingin light of theexperiencesin Irag and
Afghanistan. Thefeatured speaker was Ambassador James Dobbins, former Special Envoy for
Afghanistan. Steve Clemons, Director of the American Strategy Program at theNew America
Foundaion, modeated the discussion.

Dobbins said initially Afghanistan had been a success as theinvasion went well and theU.S.
broughtAfghanistan@ neghborsinto the process of peacemaking and stabilizationin a
comprehensve manne. He said Afghanistan@ neighbors had to bepart of the process for
success as they could put pressure ontheir Afghan paronsto reach a political compromise.
However, Dobbinsclaimed the Bush administration failed to sustain this early momentum
as they began to focus on Iraq, rebuffed Iranian cooperation, and did not use U.S. troops
for peacekeeping outside Kabul. These shiftsin strategy hindeed coopeation by
Afghanistan@ neighbois and turned security over to warlordsand triba militias.

Theformer Special Envoy said that theU.S. did nat haveto let events drift in Afghanistan as
they did. He asserted tha the Bush administration did not take naion building serioudy as part
of acongiouseffort to distinguish themselves from the experiences of the 1990s However, by
not taking theendeavor serioudy the Bush administration missed key lessons from the
previous decade, including embracing the Powell Doctrine, not looking for an early exit
strategy when none exists, and engaging regional states. By notfollowingthese lessonsin
Afghanistan, the administration was not able to inarease its compeence in nation building when
themissionin Irag was launched.

Asfor thefuture of Afghanistan, Dobbins said more troopsand assistance are part of the
solution, buttha victory would require a shift in expectations He said the Taliban cannotbe
beat in Afghanistan asther sanctuary isin Pakistan and they represent Pashtun sentiments across
theborder. Thebest theU.S. could hopefor, according to Dobbins isto prevent theinsurgency
from pendrating into Afghanistan too deeply. More broadly, Dobbins said the U.S. needs to
better prepare for future nation-building missions. He said the Bush administration had
aready begunto do this by making stability opeationsa part of normal military opeationsand
developing an inter-agency structure to deal with pog-conflict stuations Dobbinsconduded by
saying tha these stepswill increase future success.
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