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Chapter 1  
Summary 

Despite more than fifteen years of international 
effort, the situation in Afghanistan remains dis-
couraging. Militant Islamist groups still have a 
foothold in parts of the country and the Taliban 
are stronger now than at any time since 2001. 
Ongoing hostilities continue to undermine the 
potential for economic and social development, 
threaten to reverse whatever progress has been 
achieved and weaken the opportunity to build a 
stable, functioning, democratic government. Polit-
ical and social changes initiated externally have 
been supported by Afghan reformist groups, but 
have met resistance from conservative, religious 
and nationalist forces and various local powerbro-
kers. 

Overall, Norway’s contribution did not make a 
significant difference to the international mission 
in Afghanistan. There were clear limits for what 
could be achieved in the situation, although there 
was some scope for independent action on Nor-
way’s part. Norway pursued its own priorities to 
the extent that it could, but made little attempt to 
influence the approach of its allies. 

The Norwegian government had three overar-
ching objectives for its engagement in Afghani-
stan, presenting it as a battle fought together with
the US and NATO, against international terror 
and for a better Afghanistan. The first and most 
important objective throughout was the Alliance 
dimension: to support the US and safeguard 
NATO’s continued relevance. Norway largely 
achieved the objective of confirming its role as a 
solid and reliable ally. The second objective was to 
support the international fight against terror by 
preventing Afghanistan from once again becom-
ing a safe haven for international terrorist activi-
ties. The ‘war on terror’ was controversial and this 
objective was only partially achieved. The third 
objective was to help build a stable and demo-
cratic Afghan state through long-term develop-
ment cooperation and peace diplomacy. This 
objective was not reached. Afghanistan’s formally 
democratic institutions are fragile and the war 
continues. International and Norwegian aid pro-

duced results in certain areas, such as health and 
education. However, Afghanistan has become one 
of the world’s most aid-dependent countries and 
the influx of aid has contributed to widespread 
corruption. 

Three aspects of the engagement have stood 
out as most central to the Norwegian effort. The 
first of these, which was the largest and most 
high-profile aspect, was the involvement in Faryab 
province in northern Afghanistan. The second 
was the joint activities of the Norwegian special 
forces and the Norwegian Intelligence Service, 
whose engagement in Kabul beginning in 2007 
was particularly important. The last aspect was an 
active pursuit by Norway of diplomatic efforts to 
promote a political solution to the conflict. Neither 
Norwegian attempts nor those of others to negoti-
ate a settlement were successful, but Norway 
established contact with the Taliban at an early 
stage and influenced thinking in favour of a nego-
tiated solution to the conflict. Both Norway’s 
peace diplomacy in this area and the activities of 
the Norwegian special forces and Intelligence Ser-
vice played a particularly important role in 
strengthening Norwegian relations with the US. 

Norway’s involvement in Afghanistan was 
challenging. It entailed great risk to deployed per-
sonnel, as well as extensive expenditure of civilian 
and military resources. Given the difficult circum-
stances, Norwegian civilian and military person-
nel performed well. 

1.1 Policy frameworks and costs 

The international military presence in Afghani-
stan from 2001 had a legal basis in the right of self-
defence (Operation Enduring Freedom, OEF), a 
mandate from the UN Security Council (Interna-
tional Security Assistance Force, ISAF) and, sub-
sequently, the consent of Afghan authorities. 
Legal issues relating to the classification of the 
conflict in its various phases, the use of military 
force against criminals and the treatment of pris-
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oners have, however, been problematic. At times, 
there has been uncertainty as to which interna-
tional legal frameworks were applicable. 

The international effort, including Norway’s, 
to only a small degree incorporated an under-
standing of Afghanistan and local conditions, cul-
ture and patterns of conflict. State-building 
assisted by external actors – based on large-scale 
military activities, massive monetary transfers 
and weak local institutions – has proven very 
demanding. In Afghanistan, a society that by 2001 
had already endured 23 years of war, it ultimately 
proved impossible.

The conflict and the international operation 
have been costly. The people of Afghanistan have 
suffered greatly. The number of civilians killed 
has increased year on year. Though there are no 
reliable figures for the human or monetary costs 
between 2001 and 2014, it is estimated that the 
number of people killed may exceed 90,000, 
including 3,496 international soldiers, over 23,000 
Afghan military and police personnel, possibly 
35,000 insurgents and nearly 30,000 Afghan and 
international civilians. The total related interna-
tional military expenditure is estimated at more 
than USD 700 billion and international develop-
ment aid at USD 57 billion. 

The Norwegian contribution accounted for a 
very small proportion of the total resources spent 
and has correspondingly done little to change the 
country’s overall development since 2001. Over 
9,000 Norwegian military personnel served in 
Afghanistan from 2001 to 2014. Ten Norwegian 
soldiers lost their lives and many were seriously 
wounded. The Norwegian fatalities are named in 
Attachment 1. Norway spent roughly NOK 20 bil-
lion (USD 3.16 billion1) during this period, of 
which some NOK 11.5 billion (USD 1.83 billion) 
was for military purposes and NOK 8.4 billion 
(USD 1.33 billion) for civilian purposes. This 
amounted to approximately 0.26 per cent of the 
total international military expenditure and 2.3 
per cent of the total official development assis-
tance (ODA) contribution. 

1.2 Three overarching objectives 

The objectives and approaches employed in the 
Afghanistan operations have at times been inter-
nally inconsistent or contradictory. This helps to 
explain why objectives have only been partially 

achieved. Military considerations drove the 
agenda for state-building and development aid. 
The international coalition’s strategy for combat-
ting terror and insurgency prioritised short-term 
security goals, which enabled local power struc-
tures that were corrupt and abusive to become 
further entrenched. Moreover, the extensive 
international military presence generated a sense 
of occupation among some segments of the 
Afghan population, thereby strengthening the 
very groups that the military forces were combat-
ting. These conditions also had ramifications for 
Norway’s engagement. 

As noted above, Norway had three overarch-
ing objectives for its activities in Afghanistan. 
These were achieved with varying degrees of suc-
cess.

1.2.1 Relations with the US and NATO 
The US has been the primary driving force in 
Afghanistan by virtue of its political weight and 
vast military and financial contributions. NATO as 
an organisation has not exercised active leader-
ship, but the Alliance has played an important sup-
portive role for the US in terms of force genera-
tion, has served as a forum for discussing strategy 
and has helped to confer international legitimacy 
on the operation. Overall, the various strategies 
and operational measures put forward by the US 
and NATO have not achieved the desired results 
on the ground. 

The Norwegian military contribution did not 
influence the big picture in Afghanistan. The most 
important objective for Norway, however, was to 
maintain good relations with the US and help to 
ensure NATO’s relevance. In the autumn of 2001 
there was broad-based political agreement in Nor-
way to show solidarity with the US after the 11 
September terror attacks. This domestic consen-
sus lasted for the most part throughout the entire 
period until 2014. ‘In together, out together’ 
became the guiding principle for Norwegian 
efforts and, accordingly, the Norwegian military 
contributions were designed to demonstrate that 
Norway was a reliable and loyal ally. Decisions 
made by Norway to limit its role, such as not 
deploying to southern Afghanistan, did not have 
serious or lasting consequences for its relations 
with the coalition or its standing in NATO. 

1.2.2 International coalition against terror 
In addition to providing support to its most 
important ally, Norway decided early on to priori-

1 Using an exchange rate of 6.3 NOK per 1 USD, an estima-
ted average for the period.
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tise the US-led ‘war on terror’, which was trig-
gered by the attacks on the US on 11 September 
2001. The government’s objectives were twofold: 
to participate in a combined international effort 
against a common threat and to defend its own 
national security. 

The ‘war on terror’ quickly became controver-
sial, however. The US intervention in Iraq in 2003, 
combined with repeated revelations about torture, 
abuse and violations of human rights in both Iraq 
and Afghanistan, provoked criticism, including in 
Norway. This was one reason why the second 
Bondevik Government chose to prioritise ISAF 
over OEF, and why the second Stoltenberg Gov-
ernment, which came to power in 2005, termi-
nated Norway’s participation in OEF. 

1.2.3 State-building and development 
Similar to the contributions of other countries to 
Afghanistan, a primary objective behind Norway’s 
development assistance was to support the goal of 
building a democratic and, in the long term, well-
functioning and economically independent Afghan 
state. ISAF’s role was to provide the security that 
would allow for state-building. Norwegian military 
efforts within ISAF must therefore also be seen as 
part of the state-building project. 

In comparison to the situation in 2001, when 
much of Afghanistan lay in ruins after decades of 
civil war, by the end of 2014 the international and 
Norwegian contributions could point to some pos-
itive results, particularly in the areas of health and 
education. However, when compared to the stated 
ambition of achieving peaceful democratic devel-
opment, the results were nevertheless disappoint-
ing, not least when considering the significant 
resources invested in the project. The war contin-
ued with growing intensity, threatening to undo 
the results achieved.

Norway focused on three priority areas in its 
development cooperation: education, governance 
and rural development. In addition, Norway 
emphasised cross-cutting issues such as women, 
peace and security, as well as corruption and 
human rights. Within the limits imposed by the 
situation, Norway was able to achieve some 
results. However, criticism relating to a lack of 
coordination and the inadequate building of capac-
ity at the local level also applies to Norway, 
despite Norwegian efforts to promote Afghan 
ownership and better coordination in international 
development assistance. 

Norway’s policy of a clear separation between 
civilian and military activities is, in principle, well 

founded in the desire to safeguard development 
aid projects from the armed conflict. This 
approach requires a high level of coordination, 
however, and the mechanisms for this were not 
adequately developed. 

1.3 Three key areas 

Three elements of Norway’s engagement in 
Afghanistan stand out: the effort in Faryab, spe-
cial forces and intelligence, and peace diplomacy.

1.3.1 Faryab province 
The Norwegian-led Provincial Reconstruction 
Team (PRT) in Faryab was Norway’s largest and 
most high-profile military contribution in Afghani-
stan. The province also received extensive Norwe-
gian development assistance. The intention of the 
PRT model was to strengthen the Afghan central 
government’s control in the provinces and to pro-
mote state-building and development. This task 
proved difficult, if not impossible. Norway’s scope 
for independent action was limited, and what 
efforts they were able to make did not change the 
general developments in the province. 

Norwegian authorities did not even manage to 
fully utilise the opportunities that did present 
themselves, although initiatives were taken at the 
local level. The Norwegian presence was insignifi-
cant, given the size of the province, and no cohe-
sive Norwegian strategy was developed. It should 
be noted, however, that there were allies who 
invested greater resources in the other provinces 
and they were no more successful.

The Norwegian separation of civilian and mili-
tary activities was not consistent with the strategy 
of counter-insurgency (COIN) operations, which 
from 2008 guided ISAF’s approach to military and 
civilian cooperation. In the absence of clear guide-
lines, Norwegian PRT commanders were largely 
on their own in developing and conducting opera-
tions in Faryab. A training and mentoring project 
for local security forces was conducted, but it is 
uncertain how effective these efforts were. In 
general, however, the PRT model that became the 
ISAF instrument for stabilising the provinces did 
not measure up to expectations.

Many of the development projects appear to 
still be in place, particularly those with support 
from the local community. Their sustainability 
depends, however, on political developments and 
the security situation. Out of 117 Norwegian-
funded schools in the province, the Commission 
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has received information regarding 77. As of the 
spring of 2016, activity was registered at 68 
schools, with a total of approximately 50,000 
pupils, of which 30,000 are girls. 

1.3.2 Special forces and the Intelligence 
Service 

The Norwegian special forces and the Intelligence 
Service developed close cooperation in Afghani-
stan. Together they made important contributions 
to the fight against terror and towards state-build-
ing. Their efforts came to be highly valued by the 
US and NATO, and they thus proved to be an 
important security policy instrument. Special 
forces activities in Kabul from 2007 were particu-
larly important. The special forces were able to 
carry out clearly defined missions that focused on 
safeguarding Kabul and building up the Afghan 
Crisis Response Unit 222 (CRU 222), which today 
shares responsibility for maintaining security in 
the city. 

Cooperation in Afghanistan reinforced Nor-
way’s cooperation with the US on intelligence, 
counter-terror and other special forces operations 
at the strategic, operational and tactical level. 

1.3.3 Norwegian peace diplomacy 
Norway’s engagement in peace diplomacy helped 
to put dialogue between the parties on the agenda 
and led to close contact with Afghan authorities 
and the US. This involvement thus also benefitted 
Norway’s foreign and national security policy. 
Over time, it became increasingly clear to many of 
the allies that a political solution to the conflict 
was necessary. By 2007 Norway had already 
begun paving the way for negotiations with the 
Taliban, in consultation with the Afghan president 
Hamid Karzai. Norway also actively worked 
towards influencing the internal processes in 
Washington until 2011, when the US first became 
open to the possibility of negotiating with the Tali-
ban. Norway facilitated contact between the par-
ties and conducted high-level meetings with the 
Taliban leadership, with a view to setting up 
Afghan peace talks. 

Nonetheless, peace diplomacy yielded no con-
crete results. The motivations of the parties to the 
conflict and the countries in the region to either 
pursue armed offensives or seek negotiations 
changed over time in keeping with the evolving 
political dynamics in the region. There was little 
interest among coalition partners in negotiation in 
the early years when the Taliban were relatively 

weak. In later years, however, the desire for nego-
tiation gained momentum as Taliban military 
capability and power increased. Though no break-
through in peace negotiations resulted, Norwe-
gian peace diplomacy nevertheless encouraged 
the idea of a negotiated peaceful settlement and 
established a network of contacts. Norway also 
participated in the Istanbul Protocol in an attempt 
to foster greater understanding between affected 
countries in the region. 

1.4 Lessons learned 

– As was the case in Afghanistan, future Norwe-
gian involvement in conflict areas and fragile 
states will be conducted as part of international 
efforts in which others will set the overall 
framework. In principle Norway will always be 
free to choose not to take part. Such a choice 
may be difficult, however, when requests to 
participate come from NATO or the US, or 
when the UN asks for contributions towards 
enforcement measures as stipulated in Chapter 
VII of the UN Charter. The trade-offs entailed 
in making a choice must be publicly acknowl-
edged and communicated. 

– Interventions involving regime change, as in 
Afghanistan, drain resources and can foster 
even more conflict. Successful state-building 
during ongoing armed conflict is near impossi-
ble to achieve. International state-building 
efforts must be based on inclusive political 
solutions. 

– Attempts to achieve a negotiated solution to the 
conflict must begin early. Norway has wide-
ranging experience with such dialogue and is 
open to conducting talks with all parties. Nor-
way therefore has a special responsibility to 
take the initiative in promoting negotiations. 

– The current system of closed-door briefings for 
the Enlarged Foreign Affairs and Defence 
Committee and broad, open reports to the 
Storting (Norwegian parliament) should be 
improved. Whenever Norway engages in a 
conflict area, the government should inform 
the Storting more systematically of the 
intended objectives, means, anticipated results 
and experience as it goes along. Institutionalis-
ing such procedures will also provide a better 
foundation for an informed debate. 

– Norwegian authorities must improve mecha-
nisms for coordinating Norwegian activities in 
operations in conflict areas and fragile states. It 
is essential to establish a high-level coordina-
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tion unit with responsibility for developing 
strategies and action plans, which must be 
approved at the political level. The activities of 
the coordination unit must have a greater stra-
tegic focus than was the case under the State 
Secretary Committee for Afghanistan. The unit 
must engage in a dialogue with relevant part-
ners. 

– Norway should not assume responsibility for 
integrated activities (state-building, develop-
ment and security) on a large scale. Norway 
should instead be developing specialised 
expertise in areas where long-term needs are 
identified and clear roles are stipulated, within 
the framework of broader international, unified 
efforts. 

– The Ministry of Defence and armed forces 
leadership must take an active role in formulat-
ing the mission to be carried out by Norwegian 
military commanders in international opera-
tions. This is particularly important in situa-
tions where the Norwegian approach deviates 
from guidelines in the international operation. 

– The quality and impact of Norwegian develop-
ment aid, as well as the administrative capacity 
required for effectively delivering it, must be 
given greater attention than is currently the case. 
The experience of Afghanistan indicates that a 
large volume of aid should not be an end in itself. 

In Chapter 14 the Commission presents a number 
of further lessons learned. 
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Chapter 2  
Introduction 

In a letter to the UN Secretary-General dated 7 
October 2001, the US stated that al-Qaeda had 
played a central role in the terror attacks of 11 
September 2001.1 The letter also stated that al-
Qaeda was supported by the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan and that the Taliban had refused to 
withdraw its support. In accordance with the arti-
cle under the UN Charter on the right of individ-
ual and collective self-defence, the US and the UK 
launched military operations against both organi-
sations. The military operation to combat al-
Qaeda and remove the Taliban was soon 
expanded to an extensive international military 
and civilian engagement to build a new Afghan 
state. Military involvement continued in this form 
until 31 December 2014, when Afghan authorities 
took over the main responsibility for their own 
national security. 

For Norway, the engagement in Afghanistan 
came to be its most comprehensive and costly 
international engagement since WWII, although 
the Norwegian contribution comprised only a 
small proportion of the overall international 
effort. 

On 21 November 2014 the Norwegian govern-
ment appointed a commission ‘to evaluate and 
extract lessons from Norway’s civilian and mili-
tary involvement in Afghanistan during the period 
2001–2014’.2 The Norwegian Commission on 
Afghanistan carried out its activity for a year and a 
half, from 1 January 2015 to 1 June 2016. Two 
objectives have guided the Commission’s efforts: 
first, to map all parts of the Norwegian engage-
ment during the period and obtain the greatest 
possible insight into decisions taken by the Nor-
wegian authorities in relation to these activities; 
second, to identify lessons that may contribute to 
the planning, organisation and implementation of 

future Norwegian contributions to international 
operations, civilian and military alike.

2.1 The Commission’s analysis 

The Norwegian government had three explicit, 
overarching objectives for its engagement in 
Afghanistan. The first and most important objec-
tive was the Alliance dimension: to support the US 
and help to safeguard NATO’s relevance. The sec-
ond objective was to help to combat international 
terror by preventing Afghanistan from once again 
becoming a safe haven for international terror 
activities. The third was to help to build a stable 
and democratic Afghan state by providing devel-
opment aid and promoting a political solution to 
the conflict. Norwegian authorities portrayed the 
engagement in Afghanistan as a battle fought 
together with the US and NATO, against interna-
tional terror and for a better Afghanistan. 

The Commission assesses the various aspects 
of Norway’s involvement against the backdrop of 
these objectives, by asking to what extent did Nor-
wegian civilian and military efforts contribute to 
achieving these. Three elements of the Norwe-
gian engagement stand out: the activities in 
Faryab province; the individual and joint efforts of 
the Norwegian special forces and Norwegian 
Intelligence Service; and Norwegian peace diplo-
macy efforts. 

The historical overview focuses on the deci-
sion-making processes. The Commission has 
sought to identify important crossroads and to 
explain why some decisions were taken as 
opposed to others, as well as the degree to which 
there were genuine choices at hand. The Commis-
sion also assesses ramifications and identifies les-
sons learned with regard to future operations. 

Given the breadth and comprehensiveness of 
the mandate, it has not been possible for the Com-
mission to assess every task or factor in detail. 
The Commission has focused on presenting a 
cohesive picture of Norway’s efforts in a Norwe-

1 Letter dated 7 October 2001 from the Permanent Represen-
tative of the United States of America to the United Nations 
addressed to the President of the Security Council’, S/
2001/946, 7 October 2001. 

2 The mandate of the Norwegian Commission on Afgha-
nistan, presented in Appendix A.
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gian and international context. The Commission 
recommends that consideration is given to initiat-
ing further studies and assessments of specific 
factors within both civilian and military activities. 

Central to the Commission’s review has been 
the question of Norway’s scope for independent 
action. Although there were significant con-
straints on Norway’s room for manoeuvre, there 
was also some cope for promoting specific ideals 
and interests. The limitations and opportunities 
inherent in this space will be an important consid-
eration for all participants in this type of engage-
ment, but will be especially critical for a small 
country. What opportunities did Norway have to 
shape and influence decisions concerning the 
international efforts? Were there contexts in 
which there was room for independent action that 
Norway did not exploit? 

The Commission’s analysis is based on two 
premises: 
– Norway’s involvement must be understood in a 

broader international and Afghan context. 
– A retrospective analysis must distinguish 

between the opportunities that can be seen in 
hindsight and those that were viewed as possi-
ble at the actual point in time. 

2.2 The Commission’s work and 
sources 

The Commission has held 21 plenary meetings. 
All or a subset of the Commission’s members 
have visited Kabul, Washington, New York, Brus-
sels and London. Hearings and interviews/talks 
with more than 330 persons have been held. 
These include current and former political leaders 
in Afghanistan and Norway, military officers, vet-
erans and representatives of the civil service in 
Norway and several other countries, and repre-
sentatives of NATO, the UN, non-governmental 
organisations and research institutions. The Com-
mission has taken a broad approach to the hear-
ings and has sought to ensure that as many rele-
vant institutions and stakeholders as possible 
have been heard. None of the individuals con-
sulted is named in this text, but a list is provided 
in Appendix B. 

The Commission was granted wide-ranging 
access to comprehensive and, in part, classified 
written source material from, for example, Nor-
way’s National Archives, the Norwegian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, the Norwegian Agency for 
Development Cooperation (Norad), the Norwe-
gian Ministry of Defence and the Norwegian 

armed forces, as well as from NATO and the UN. 
There has been such a great volume of source 
material that the Commission has had to prioritise 
certain parts of it. The Commission was also 
granted access to cabinet documents from the 
second Bondevik Government (2001–2005), the 
second Stoltenberg Government (2005–2013) and 
the Solberg Government (2013–2014), but did not 
have access to the minutes of cabinet conferences 
and of meetings of the Cabinet Subcommittee.3

Some members of the Commission have had 
access to the minutes of meetings of the Enlarged 
Foreign Affairs Committee and, from 2009, of the 
Enlarged Foreign Affairs and Defence Commit-
tee. 

The Commission was also given several classi-
fied briefings. Some of the material is sensitive, 
since it pertains to ongoing activity and may entail 
a risk to persons who have had certain roles. Cer-
tain aspects of the Intelligence Service’s working 
methods must also be kept confidential. 

The restrictions on access to information pose 
a problem. Viewed in the context of the overall 
access to information from written and oral 
sources, however, the Commission does not feel 
that these restrictions have had an impact on its 
reconstruction, analysis and conclusions. 

The Commission’s efforts have been greatly 
aided by three research assistants: Vårin Alme 
(for the entire period the Commission worked), 
Inga Nesheim (spring and summer 2015) and Ida 
Maria Oma (spring 2015). All graphics were 
designed by nyhetsgrafikk.no. 

It is difficult to obtain reliable statistics in a 
war-torn country such as Afghanistan. Therefore, 
most of the figures in this Official Norwegian 
Report are uncertain. There is also uncertainty 
regarding the figures on Norwegian activities. 
The reason for this is partly because no statistics 
or overviews were recorded and also because it is 
difficult to compile an overview from detailed, 
complex quantitative data. 

The Commission has asked Integrity Watch 
Afghanistan (Kabul), the Christian Michelsen 
Institute (Bergen) and the Royal United Services 
Institute (London) to compile some smaller 
reports and surveys. These reports will be made 
available electronically. 

The Commission wishes to thank all those tak-
ing part in the hearings for their candour. The 
Commission has been very well received by the 
contracting authorities and all the others it has 

3 In Norwegian ‘regjeringens underutvalg’. The Subcommit-
tee consisted of the heads of the coalition parties.
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contacted in its efforts, both in Norway and 
abroad. The Royal Norwegian Embassies in 
Kabul, Washington and London, as well as the del-
egations to NATO, the UN and the EU, organised 
valuable activities for the Commission.

Special thanks are due the Afghan authorities 
and everyone with whom the Commission met in 
Kabul in November 2015. 

2.3 Structure of the report 

The Commission’s report consists of three parts. 
Part I: Historical Overview discusses the main fea-
tures of Norway’s engagement in Afghanistan as 
part of a larger, international effort. It tells the ‘big 

story’, in which the Commission discusses the 
developments in Afghanistan and in the interna-
tional and Norwegian activities. 

In Part II: Topics the Commission examines 
nine selected topics relating to Norway’s engage-
ment. Here the Commission discusses in more 
detail the ‘small stories’ within the big one. Even 
in this more thorough discussion, the Commis-
sion was not able to cover every aspect of the Nor-
wegian engagement. 

In Part III: Reflections the Commission sum-
marises its assessments of the Norwegian 
engagement as part of the international effort. In 
this section the Commission discusses experience 
gained and lessons learned. 



Part I
Historical Overview





Official Norwegian Reports NOU 2016: 8 21
A Good Ally: Norway in Afghanistan 2001–2014 Chapter 3
Chapter 3  
Afghanistan, the international community 

and Norway, 2001–2014 

On 11 September 2001 nineteen al-Qaeda terror-
ists attacked iconic landmarks in the US. Nearly 
3,000 people were killed, sending shock waves 
throughout the US and the rest of the world. 
Uncertainty and the fear of more attacks gripped 
much of the world in the weeks that followed. The 
following day, US President George W. Bush 
announced that the American people were at war. 
The enemy was not only those who had planned 
and carried out the attacks, he said, but also those 
who harboured them. Although no Afghans were 
directly involved in the acts, Afghanistan became 
the prime target of the US-led ‘war on terror’. 

Bush’s declaration was the prologue to a mas-
sive international civilian and military engage-
ment in Afghanistan, with the US exerting the 
most influence on the agenda. Norway’s contribu-
tions comprised only a small part of the overall 
effort, and thus Norway largely had to work 
within a framework set by others. Nevertheless, 
there was some scope for independent action in 
designing its civilian and military contributions. 

This chapter presents a general overview of 
the engagement in Afghanistan in the period 
2001–2014, outlining the evolution of the broader 
international effort within which Norway’s activi-
ties unfolded. The purpose is to contextualise the 
Norwegian engagement, with a focus on import-
ant choices the government made. 

The Commission has divided the international 
engagement from 2001 to 2014 into four partially 
overlapping phases: an initial build-up phase with 
a ‘light footprint’ (2001–2003); a second phase 
with growing ambitions for state-building (2002–
2006); a third phase dominated by increasing 
resistance (2006–2011); and a fourth phase of pre-
paring for withdrawal by transferring responsibil-
ity to Afghan authorities (2010–2014). This divi-
sion is based on a relatively widely accepted 
understanding of the changes in the approach to 
Afghanistan by the international community, and 
by the US in particular. 

3.1 Norwegian objectives 

The Norwegian government had three explicit, 
overarching objectives for its engagement in 
Afghanistan. The first and most important of these 
throughout was the Alliance dimension: to sup-
port the US and safeguard NATO’s continued rel-
evance. The second objective was to help to pre-
vent Afghanistan from once again becoming a safe 
haven for international terror activities. The third 
objective was to help to build a stable and demo-
cratic Afghan state through long-term develop-
ment cooperation and to promote a peaceful solu-
tion to the conflict. The emphasis on each objec-
tive varied over time. Overall, the Norwegian 
authorities presented the engagement in Afghani-
stan as a battle fought together with the US and 
NATO, against international terror and for a better 
Afghanistan. 

Supporting the US and NATO was the most 
important objective during the Norwegian 
engagement. This was especially evident in the 
decisions taken by the Norwegian authorities 
regarding military contributions. However, Alli-
ance commitments and Norway’s bilateral rela-
tions with the US were also important factors in 
shaping Norwegian civilian efforts in both devel-
opment assistance and peace diplomacy. 

Early in the conflict, the Norwegian authori-
ties gave high priority to supporting the US-led 
‘war on terror’. This was in response to concerns 
about new attacks, possibly on Norway, and a 
strong sense of the need to show solidarity with 
the US, Norway’s foremost ally. After the military 
actions of 2001–2003 drove al-Qaeda and the Tali-
ban leadership out of Afghanistan, there was less 
danger of the country once again becoming a safe 
haven. As a result, the focus on combatting inter-
national terror became too narrow a basis for jus-
tifying the continuation of a comprehensive Nor-
wegian engagement in Afghanistan. 
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The ‘war on terror’ quickly became controver-
sial, partly because it was presented as a war on 
an unknown enemy without boundaries in time or 
place. The US attack on Iraq in 2003 eroded some 
of the initial sympathy for and solidarity with the 
US. Revelations of prisoner abuse at Bagram and 
other bases in Afghanistan, the establishment of 
the Guantánamo Bay detention camp in Cuba and 
prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib in Iraq provoked 
further debate about the American methods being 
employed. 

The security situation in Afghanistan in 2002–
2003 appeared to stabilise fairly quickly. The Nor-
wegian government began to attach greater 
importance to its third objective, state-building 
and civilian development. This objective became 
particularly important for the second Stoltenberg 
government, a coalition of the Labour, Socialist 
Left and Centre parties. In 2006 this government 
launched what it called a taktskifte (literally, 
‘change of pace’) – a revised approach that empha-
sised the need for a significantly stronger Norwe-
gian civilian effort in helping to build a demo-
cratic, independent Afghan state. When the secu-
rity situation deteriorated dramatically towards 

the end of the period the Commission is assess-
ing, despite the comprehensive international 
development aid programmes and military 
engagement, ambitions for the state-building proj-
ect were reduced. 

3.2 History and Afghanistan in 2001 

For more than a thousand years, Afghanistan has 
been part of multiple civilisations with origins in, 
among others, Buddhist, Persian and Turkish cul-
tures. The borders of today’s Afghanistan were 
drawn in the late 1800s, based on the economic 
and strategic interests of the Russian and British 
empires. Many Afghan leaders have subsequently 
proven skilful at using the country’s strategic sig-
nificance to garner external political and financial 
support. Historically, revenues from foreign 
sources have been more valuable to the public 
finances than mobilising local resources. 

The country emerged as a more prominent 
global political player after WWII. Afghan authori-
ties capitalised on the rivalries between superpow-
ers by playing both sides to gain economic and 

Figure 3.1 Map of Afghanistan and its provinces
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political support. Eventually, Afghanistan itself 
was drawn into the Cold War, with serious ramifi-
cations for the country. The Soviet Union’s inva-
sion in December 1979 triggered a war lasting 
until February 1989 – nearly a whole decade. 
Throughout the course of these years, Afghani-
stan became an important stage for the power 
struggle between the US and the Soviet Union. 
The US provided weapons, money and equipment 
to Afghanistan via Pakistan to ensure that Afghan 
guerrilla warfare against Soviet forces was as 
effective as possible. With the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union in 1991, Soviet financial contribu-
tions to Afghanistan’s President Mohammad 
Najibullah ceased and the Communist govern-
ment collapsed. 

But the victors of the coup – known as the 
mujahideen (people engaged in Jihad, a struggle) 
– could not agree on power-sharing in the country. 
A new, brutal civil war erupted in Afghanistan, pit-
ting shifting alliances and ethnicities against one 
another. 

The lawlessness in many parts of the country 
resulting from this war was the backdrop to the 
Taliban’s gradual takeover of power from the mid-
1990s. Much of the country’s infrastructure lay in 
ruins and the people had little trust in their politi-
cal leaders. Many felt that the Taliban regime 
offered more security than they had experienced 
during the mujahideen period (1992–1996). The 
Taliban’s brutality, however, made the group 
unpopular with parts of the population, especially 
those in urban areas. The regime’s leadership was 
condemned internationally, particularly for its 
human rights violations (its treatment of women 
and inhumane enforcement of criminal law) and 
for harbouring international terrorists.1 When the 
regime was toppled in 2001, Afghanistan was an 
impoverished, isolated country, with little in the 
way of functioning infrastructure or government 
administration. 

Within a national context the Taliban’s main 
opponents had been the Northern Alliance. While 
the Taliban had their strongest backing among 
rural Pashtuns in the south and east, the North-
ern Alliance found its primary support among 
other ethnicities, such as Hazaras, Tajiks and 
Uzbeks. These factions were led by warlords with 
different regional power bases and interests, but 
who presented a united front against the Taliban. 

During the Taliban period the Northern Alliance 
had cultivated relations with several foreign gov-
ernments, including that of the US. After the with-
drawal of the Soviet Union in 1989, however, the 
US did not much involve itself in Afghanistan. In 
the autumn of 2001 the Northern Alliance leaders 
had control over just a fraction of the country, 
mostly in the northeast. The alliance was further 
weakened when its main leader, Ahmad Shah 
Massoud, was assassinated by al-Qaeda just two 
days before the attacks on the US in September 
2001. 

The American attack on the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan in October 2001 was not intended to 
be an invasion with large military units. Seeking 
to avoid the Soviet mistake of being drawn deeply 
into Afghan conflicts, the US authorities wanted a 
brief offensive with few forces and thus made the 
Northern Alliance their main ally. A large cash 
injection from the US government enabled signifi-
cant militia forces to mobilise quickly. With sup-
port from the CIA, US air power and special 
forces, the militia captured first Kabul and then 
Kandahar. The Bonn conference in December 
2001 formalised the new balance of power in 
Afghanistan and gave the Northern Alliance con-
trol of the most important government ministries. 

3.3 First phase: the build-up – OEF and 
a ‘light footprint’ 

The first phase (2001–2003) was marked by the 
US-led ‘war on terror’ and the military operations 
to defeat al-Qaeda and the Taliban. The political 
pillar of the Bonn Agreement supported the estab-
lishment of an interim Afghan administration and 
a Loya Jirga (Grand Assembly) that would elect a 
new national head of state and a transitional gov-
ernment, the Afghan Transitional Authority. The 
Assembly convened in June 2002 and elected 
Hamid Karzai as president. 

The main actors, particularly the US and the 
United Nations Special Representative of the Sec-
retary-General (UN SRSG) for Afghanistan, Lakh-
dar Brahimi, did not wish to become deeply 
involved in Afghanistan. The fall of the Taliban 
regime and the Bonn Agreement gave the North-
ern Alliance, as well as other warlords and militia 
leaders with established positions of power, a new 
opportunity to become part of the political devel-
opment.2 Several of these actors had been 

1 The UN Security Council imposed sanctions on the Taliban 
regime on 15 October 1999 – Resolution 1267 (1999) – and 
expanded these with Resolution 1333 (2000) on 19 Decem-
ber 2000. 

2 Sten Rynning, NATO in Afghanistan: The Liberal Discon-
nect, Stanford University Press, 2012, pp. 80-83.
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accused of serious human rights violations and 
war crimes. Toward the end of this phase, the US 
scaled back military operations in Afghanistan 
and turned more of its attention to the Iraq War, 
which started with the US invasion in March 2003. 
Meanwhile, NATO assumed a larger share of 
responsibility for the military engagement in 
Afghanistan. 

The UN Security Council, on which Norway 
held a seat as an elected member in the period 
2001–2002, reacted quickly to the 11 September 
attacks on the US. On 12 September Resolution 
1368 was adopted unanimously.3 This resolution 
confirmed the US right to self-defence, but did not 
mention Afghanistan. Chapter 10 discusses the 
basis in international law for the subsequent oper-
ations. 

NATO also swiftly expressed its support for 
the US. On 12 September the North Atlantic 
Council stated that it considered the attack 
against the US to be an attack on all NATO mem-
ber countries and, for the first time in Allied his-
tory, invoked the Atlantic Charter’s collective 
defence clause, Article 5. The decision was contin-
gent on the attack having come from abroad, 
which NATO confirmed on 2 October. It was not 
clear how the Alliance was going to follow up the 
decision, however, so considerable uncertainty 
reigned at NATO Headquarters. 

President Bush sought a quick, effective oper-
ation without the involvement of NATO.4 The 
experience of coalition warfare in the Balkans just 
a few years earlier had shown that collaborating 
with Allied forces was time-consuming and politi-
cally complicated. However, for both political and 
practical reasons, it was impossible for the US to 
wage war in Central Asia alone. From a political 
perspective a greater number of countries sup-
porting the operation brought increased legiti-
macy. The US had already won the support of the 
UK and invited other countries to take part in a 
‘coalition of the willing’ if they could contribute 
militarily. Since Afghanistan is landlocked, all mili-
tary movements would also be dependent on the 

consent, and preferably the support, of neighbour-
ing countries. 

The reaction in Norway to the terror attacks 
against the US was also strong. A few hours after 
the attacks, Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg 
issued a press release extending his condolences 
to the American people and expressing Norway’s 
willingness to contribute: 

‘This is an attack against the USA and the 
American people. But it is also an attack against 
open, democratic society. All democracies now 
have an obligation to join in an uncompromis-
ing struggle against international terrorism.’5 

Like other countries in Europe, Norway imple-
mented wide-ranging security measures to 
increase national security in the days following 
the terror attacks. The diplomatic missions of the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs around the 
world reported continually on international reac-
tions to the attacks. 

3.3.1 Change of government, decisions to 
contribute and opening an embassy  
in Kabul 

In the autumn of 2001 there was broad political 
agreement in Norway to support the US after the 
attacks of 11 September. The Labour Party gov-

3 UN Security Council Resolution (hereafter S/RES) no. 
1368 (2001), 12 AS September 2001.

4 Paul Wolfowitz stated the following about NATO’s role at a 
NATO press conference, 26 September 2001: ‘We think we 
had a collective affirmation of support with what they said 
with Article Five, and if we need collective action we’ll ask 
for it. We don’t anticipate that at the moment…We need 
cooperation from many countries but we need to take it in 
appropriately flexible ways’. Quoted in Sarah E. Kreps, Coa-
litions of Convenience – US Military Interventions after the 
Cold War, Oxford: OUP, 2011, pp. 95–96. 

5 Press release 173/2001, ‘Statsminister Jens Stoltenberg om 
terrorangrepene i USA: – En ufattelig katastrofe’ [Norway’s 
Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg on terror attacks in the 
US: ‘An inconceivable disaster’], regjeringen.no, 11 Sep-
tember 2001. 

Figure 3.2 On 11 September 2001 al-Qaeda 
terrorists hijacked multiple planes and attacked US 
landmarks. When New York’s Twin Towers collapsed, 
nearly 3,000 people were killed. 
Photo: Kelly Guenther/Polaris
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ernment, losers of the Norwegian parliamentary 
election of 10 September 2001, signalled early on 
that Norway, as a member of NATO, would con-
tribute to the ‘war on terror’. A week after the 
attacks, outgoing Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg 
pledged ‘Norway’s full support, both politically 
and practically, to US actions to combat terror-
ism’.6 

Meanwhile, there was considerable uncer-
tainty as to how the US would respond and what 
would be expected militarily from its European 
allies. In preparation for potential requests from 
the US, the Norwegian government assessed over 
the course of a few weeks what kind of military 
contributions it could make. 

On 7 October 2001 the US, together with the 
UK, launched Operation Enduring Freedom 
(OEF). President Bush’s original plan was a brief 
military action to find those responsible for the 
attacks on the US and to deter other regimes that 
harboured terrorists with international ambi-
tions. At the time, the US had no plans for a com-
prehensive state-building project. 

When Norway’s new coalition government, 
led by Kjell Magne Bondevik, took office on 19 
October 2001, the US had not yet requested Nor-
wegian assistance. This new government, too, 
considered security policy relations with the US 
and NATO to be of major importance and sought 
to contribute as quickly as possible. Minister of 
Defence Kristin Krohn Devold later said, ‘It was 
important to signal our support to the Americans 
by deploying forces quickly. To be relevant, we 
needed to be over there by Christmas.’7 

Concerns began to emerge in the civil service 
that Norway was late in offering help. In a memo-
randum to its minister on 15 October, the Minis-
try of Defence stressed that Norway had a ‘very 
low military profile’ in the ongoing international 
struggle against terror. Several countries, includ-
ing the UK, France, Canada, Australia and Ger-
many, had already provided or offered forces to 
OEF. The memorandum stated: ‘The low military 
profile may become a political problem in rela-
tions with both NATO and the US, and further-
more may lead to limitation in our access to infor-
mation about Operation Enduring Freedom.’8 The 
first formal US request for Norwegian military 
contributions came in mid-November and was for 

air transport for UN humanitarian efforts. At this 
point, thirteen other countries, ten of them NATO 
members, had already offered the US specific sup-
port for OEF. 

On 8 November Prime Minister Bondevik 
addressed the Storting (Norwegian parliament), 
portraying the terror attacks against the US as a 
declaration of war ‘against the international rule of 
law, against international cooperation, against free 
and open society, against tolerance and against 
human dignity itself’.9 He stressed there was a 
broad political consensus in Norway to support 
the US ‘war on terror’. Internally within the coali-
tion government, however, there were tensions. 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Jan Petersen and Min-
ister of Defence Kristin Krohn Devold (both from 
the Conservative Party) saw bilateral relations 
with the US as a fundamental political priority that 
made it incumbent upon Norway to contribute 
militarily to the US as quickly as possible.10 The 
Christian Democratic and Liberal parties pre-
ferred a more cautious approach. These tensions 
within the coalition government became palpable 
two years later when the US asked Norway to con-
tribute to the war effort in Iraq.11 

On 30 November 2001 the Enlarged Foreign 
Affairs Committee held a closed meeting in the 
Storting on potential military contributions to 
Afghanistan.12 The Progress and Socialist Left 
parties stated that the decision to offer forces was 
so important that the Storting had to debate it in 
open session. Thus on 5 December Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Petersen and Minister of Defence 
Krohn Devold gave an open address to the Stort-
ing. As soon as political agreement was reached, 

6 ‘Motangrep i Norges interesse’ [Counterattack in Norway’s 
interest], Aftenposten, 18 September 2001.

7 John Inge Hammersmark, Utviklingen av norske spesialstyr-
ker [Development of Norwegian special forces], Master’s 
thesis at Norwegian Defence Command and Staff College, 
2010, p. 54. 

8 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (second 
department, security policy) to Minister of Defence, ‘Mulig 
norsk ubåtstøtte til stanavformed/stanavforlant’ [Possible 
Norwegian submarine support for STANAVFORMED/
STANAVFORLANT], 15 October 2001. 

9 Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik, ‘Redegjørelse om 
situasjonen etter terrorangrepene mot USA’ [Address on 
the situation after the terror attacks on the US], regjerin-
gen.no, 8 November 2001. 

10 Commission hearing, 19 October 2015.
11 Commission hearing, 21 October 2015. 
12 Case processed 30 November 2001 in the Enlarged Foreign 

Affairs Committee and brought before the Storting […], 
‘Afghanistan. Mulige norske styrkebidrag.’ [Afghanistan: 
Potential Norwegian military contributions], stortinget.no, 
5 December 2001. See also memorandum from the Minis-
try of Defence to the Minister of Defence, ‘Mulige militære 
bidrag til operasjon enduring freedom/humanitær støtteo-
perasjon og eventuell internasjonal sikkerhetsstyrke i Afg-
hanistan’ [Potential military contributions to operation 
Enduring Freedom/humanitarian support operation and 
possible international security force in Afghanistan], 26 
November 2001.
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the Norwegian armed forces acted quickly and 
made a variety of high-profile contributions, 
including a C-130 transport plane and F-16 fighter 
aircraft, as well as forces with specialities in which 
Norway had comparative advantage, such as 
mine-clearing and special forces with winter and 
high-altitude experience. Norway’s military con-
tributions are discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 
Although Norway was relatively late in submitting 
a specific offer in the autumn of 2001, forces were 
on the ground in Afghanistan quickly once the 
decision was taken. 

While the Norwegian government was dis-
cussing military contributions to Afghanistan, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs established the first 
Norwegian Embassy on Afghan soil in December 
2001. (Up to that point, the Norwegian ambassa-
dor in Islamabad had dual accreditation to include 
Afghanistan.)

Natural disasters and the long civil war had left 
over five million Afghans in need of emergency aid, 
and emergency stockpiles were at risk of depletion 
or of being looted. The Norwegian Embassy in 
Kabul was to assist in dealing with this humanitar-
ian crisis. For many years the Norwegian authori-
ties had been supporting Norwegian NGOs, such 
as Norwegian Church Aid and the Norwegian 
Afghanistan Committee, which carried out projects 
in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. Over the previ-
ous two decades, Norway had contributed approxi-
mately NOK 1 billion (USD 160 million) in humani-
tarian aid to Afghanistan, most of which was chan-
nelled via the UN. On 12 October 2001 Norway tri-
pled its annual humanitarian assistance to Afghani-
stan to roughly NOK 300 million (USD 48 
million).13 

Early in 2001 the Norwegian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs had agreed to assume the chairman-
ship in 2002 of the Afghanistan Support Group 
(ASG), the international donor group for humani-
tarian efforts. The Embassy was also to assist the 
Norwegian authorities in performing this task. 
The ASG chairmanship laid a good foundation for 
Norway to become an important civilian actor in 
the reconstruction of Afghanistan. 

In its first reports about the opening of the 
Embassy in December 2001, the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs emphasised the need for a long-term 
political solution in a country with enormous 
humanitarian needs and unresolved internal con-

flicts.14 Chapters 6 and 7 discuss Norway’s partici-
pation in development aid activities. 

3.3.2 The Bonn process: the basis for a new 
Afghan state 

The foundations for a new Afghan state and demo-
cratic institutions were laid at a major interna-
tional conference held in Bonn from 27 November 
to 5 December 2001 under the auspices of the UN. 
The conference was attended by representatives 
from the international community, as well as 25 
Afghan delegates from four main political groups, 
and negotiations began even before the Taliban 
had been defeated. The Taliban themselves were 
not invited: after the terror attacks, the US was 
unwilling to allow their inclusion; nor did the UN 
make much effort to invite them, due to pressure 
from the US and assumptions within the UN itself 
that moderates in the Taliban could be reached at 
a later juncture.15 At the time there was also a 
question as to the extent to which the Taliban as a 
political movement would survive the military 
defeat. UN SRSG Lakhdar Brahimi and many oth-
ers have looked back on this as a missed opportu-
nity to achieve an early political solution.16 

13 All figures based on an exchange rate of NOK 6.3/1 USD. 
Proposition No. 8 (2001–2003) to the Storting on humani-
tarian aid in connection with the crisis in Afghanistan, 
regjeringen.no 

14 Memorandum from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs HUM 
section to Minister of Foreign Affairs, ‘Afghanistan. Huma-
nitær bistand’ [Afghanistan. Humanitarian aid], 1 October 
2001.

15 Lakhdar Brahimi, ‘A New Path for Afghanistan’, New York 
Times, 7 September 2008. 

16 Ibid., Commission hearings, 14 January and 29 April 2016. 

Figure 3.3 Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik  
and Minister of Defence Kristin Krohn Devold on  
8 November, before addressing the Storting on the 
situation in the wake of the terror attacks on  
11 September. Norway was prepared to support  
the US in the ‘war on terror’. 
Photo: Knut Falch/SCANPIX
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Norway did not participate directly in the 
negotiations that led to the Bonn Agreement. Oslo 
followed the process closely, and Norway’s Per-
manent Mission to the UN in New York had been 
reporting frequently on developments in prepara-
tion for the Bonn conference. The Norwegian 
authorities paid particularly close attention to the 
inclusion of traditionally important Norwegian 
policy areas, such as the rights of women and chil-
dren.17 The signed agreement was viewed in Nor-
way and most other countries as a diplomatic 
breakthrough. The Norwegian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs used the success in Bonn as a basis 
for asking international donors to contribute to 
the reconstruction of Afghanistan.18 From the 
Norwegian government’s perspective, state-build-
ing would be pivotal if efforts to combat terror 
were to succeed. The Bonn Agreement’s three pil-
lars – institution-building, security and develop-
ment – clearly expressed the close link between 
the objectives of state-building and combatting 
terror.19 

First pillar: institution-building 

UN SRSG Brahimi stressed from the outset that 
the UN and the international community should 
have a ‘light footprint’ in Afghanistan. This meant 
that the Afghans themselves should lead the 
reconstruction, with aid from the UN and the 
international community. Unlike other interna-
tional state-building projects of the time, such as 
in East Timor and Kosovo, the UN did not itself 
head a temporary civilian administration in 
Afghanistan. 

The Bonn Agreement established an interim 
Afghan administration headed by Hamid Karzai, 
who was from a prominent Pashtun family in Kan-
dahar. The agreement also stated that an emer-
gency Loya Jirga would be convened to elect a 
new head of state and transitional government. 
Presidential and parliamentary elections were to 
be held within two years after the establishment of 
the transitional government. The assembly called 
for in the Bonn Agreement convened in June 

2002. The international community, and especially 
the US, exerted heavy influence on the emer-
gency Loya Jirga.20 A number of such assemblies 
were held in the years that followed, intended to 
solidify the authorities’ legitimacy among the peo-
ple. 

Many Afghan and international decision-mak-
ers, including UN SRSG Brahimi, believed that a 
centrally governed state was the preferable 
option. There was concern that, without it, local 
warlords would grow even stronger and, in the 
worst case, bring about a new civil war. Instead, 
the warlords were to be incorporated into the cen-
tral governance apparatus. Information about the 
serious crimes committed by certain warlords 
was withheld by the United Nations Assistance 
Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), among oth-
ers.21 

It has been pointed out in retrospect that the 
choice of a centrally governed Afghan state com-
bined with the continued existence of informal 
power structures gave rise to a number of prob-
lems in the state-building process. Former war-
lords appointed to positions in the government or 
parliament worked simultaneously to further their 
own interests and strengthen their alliances in the 
provinces. This enabled some of the Afghan cen-
tral government’s own members to oppose gov-
ernment policies through political manoeuvres 
that were beyond the control of the central author-
ities and international community. The president, 
too, increasingly manipulated complex national 
alliances in order to secure his own power base. 
All this undermined the broader processes of 
democratisation that the international community 
and Afghan reformers sought to implement. 

Second pillar: security 

The Bonn Agreement also had a security pillar. 
This was realised in the UN Security Council’s 
establishment of the International Security Assis-
tance Force (ISAF) in Resolution 1386 on 20 
December 2001. ISAF was placed under UK lead-
ership. The UK had originally accepted command 
for three months and the plan was for ISAF leader-
ship to rotate between countries willing to assume 
responsibility. ISAF’s mandate was to maintain 

17 Report from Norway’s Permanent Mission to the UN, ‘SR. 
Afghanistan. Res. 1419 vedtatt’ [Security Council: Afgha-
nistan. Res. 1419 passed], 26 June 2002. 

18 Memorandum from the Section on Asian Affairs to the 
Coordination unit for Security Council, ‘Uformelle konsul-
tasjoner i Sikkerhetsrådet 12. juli om Afghanistan ledet av 
USG Prendergast’ [Informal consultations in Security 
Council 12 July on Afghanistan, led by UN Under-Secre-
tary-General for Political Affairs Prendergast], 12 July 
2002. 

19 Commission hearing, 13 November 2015. 

20 Thomas Ruttig, ‘The Failure of Airborne Democracy. The 
Bonn Agreement and Afghanistan’s Stagnating Democrati-
sation’, Afghanistan Analyst Network, 2012.

21 Aziz Hakimi and Astri Suhrke, ‘A Poisonous Chalice: The 
Struggle for Human Rights and Accountability in Afgha-
nistan’, Nordic Journal of Human Rights, 31(2) 2013, pp. 
202–204. 
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security in Kabul and its surrounding areas, run-
ning in parallel with OEF. Since the Bonn Agree-
ment’s political objective was for Afghans to take 
responsibility for rebuilding the state, it was 
important for ISAF to assist in building competent 
Afghan security forces. In practice this did not 
become ISAF’s most important task until 2010–
2011; US forces had started training them earlier 
under OEF. 

Third pillar: development 

Over 60 countries and twenty international organi-
sations endorsed the Bonn Agreement and the 
interim Afghan authorities. International donors 
pledged a total of USD 5.1 billion in development 
aid in Tokyo in January 2002.22 The Tokyo confer-
ence was the first in a series of annual donor con-
ferences in which the international community 
and Afghan authorities drew up guidelines and 
plans for development aid for the state-building 
project. By that point in time, Afghan Minister of 
Finance Ashraf Ghani had already sought to 
increase the amount of development aid that was 
being channelled through the Afghan government 
in the hope of strengthening its legitimacy and 
thereby enhancing stability in the country. Nor-
way, as chair of the Afghanistan Support Group, 
argued in favour of giving the Afghan government 
the opportunity to administer the funds to the 
greatest possible extent. However, due to weak 
Afghan administrative structures and the desire of 
international donors for political visibility, nearly 
80 per cent of the international aid funding was 
channelled outside the Afghan national budget. 
Chapters 6 and 7 discuss Norwegian humanitar-
ian efforts and development aid. 

A fragmented international effort 

Inadequate coordination between the donor coun-
tries and Afghan authorities, weak formal Afghan 
institutions and the need of donor countries to 
increase their political visibility led to the frag-
mentation of international development aid early 
on. An example of the lack of cohesion in state-
building is seen in the approach to the security 
sector. Five countries assumed responsibility for 
different sectors of the security structure: the US 
took charge of building up the Afghan army, while 

Germany dealt with strengthening the police 
force; Italy took responsibility for the legal sys-
tem, the UK for counter-narcotics enforcement, 
and Japan was in charge of demobilising and rein-
tegrating the armed militia groups. Most of these 
countries had no particular qualifications for deal-
ing with their allotted sectors and there was little 
effort to coordinate their activities. Afghan author-
ities were thus often left out of fundamental pro-
cesses relating to the building of their own state. 

3.4 Second phase: state-building with 
rising military and civilian 
ambitions 

The second phase (2002–2006) was dominated by 
political optimism and an increasing level of ambi-
tion for state-building in both military and civilian 
circles. The Norwegian public debate was also 
positive. The most difficult part of the military 
action appeared to be over and what now 
remained was reconstruction. As early as 5 
December 2001, before Kandahar had fallen, Min-
ister of International Development Hilde Frafjord 
Johnson stated in the Storting that ‘the US and 
allies are in the process of winning the war in 
Afghanistan. Now we must do our best not to lose 
the peace.’23

During this phase NATO assumed responsibil-
ity for ISAF and the UN approved the expansion of 
ISAF to encompass all of Afghanistan. The instru-
ment NATO chose for this expansion was the Pro-
vincial Reconstruction Team (PRT). International 
and Norwegian development aid increased. How-
ever, the reality on the ground during this period 
often belied the optimistic outlook. In 2002 and 
2003 both the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Intelligence Service reported trou-
bling security developments and serious Afghan 
internal conflicts. These concerns were also 
shared by diplomats from the US and other coun-
tries.24 After many years of civil war, local Afghans 

22 Co-chairs’ Summary of Conclusions, ‘The International 
Conference on Reconstruction Assistance to Afghanistan’, 
mofa.go.jp, 21–22 January 2002; Afghanistan Ministry of 
Finance, ‘Development Report’, mofa.gov.af, 2010. 

23 Case discussed 30 November 2001 in the Enlarged Foreign 
Affairs Committee and brought before the Storting […], 
‘Afghanistan. Mulige norske styrkebidrag.’ [Afghanistan: 
Potential Norwegian military contributions], stortinget.no, 
5 December 2001.

24 Report from the Embassy in Washington, ‘Kampen mot ter-
rorisme, lunsjsamtale med [kan ikke offentliggjøres]’ 
[Combatting terrorism, lunch conversation with (identity 
cannot be disclosed)], 9 November 2001; reports from the 
Embassy in Kabul, ‘Sikkerhetssituasjonen’ [The security 
situation], 18 August 2002, and the Embassy in Kabul, ‘Afg-
hanistan. Situasjonen i Mazar-E-Sharif’ [Afghanistan. The 
situation in Mazar-i-Sharif], 4 June 2002. 
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had little faith in local powerbrokers and, as it 
turned out, expectations as to what an interna-
tional presence could accomplish were unrealis-
tic. 

3.4.1 NATO assumes ISAF command, ISAF 
expands and Norway leads a PRT 

When the first Norwegian units began to operate 
in Afghanistan in January 2002, the US-led coali-
tion had already achieved one of its objectives: the 
fall of the Taliban regime. The remaining objec-
tives were to find Osama bin Laden, the leader of 
al-Qaeda, and to ensure that Afghanistan would 
never again harbour terrorists. Thus, Operation 
Enduring Freedom continued unabated into the 
spring and summer of 2002, particularly in south-
ern and eastern Afghanistan. After the US inva-
sion of Iraq in March 2003, however, the US had 
neither the time nor resources to continue the 
operation across all of Afghanistan. Meanwhile, 
NATO was increasingly recognising that rotating 
the leadership of ISAF was impractical: Turkey 
needed support from NATO during its command 
period and it was difficult to get allies to take 
charge of an operation that was not NATO-led. 
The leading ISAF-contributing nations of Ger-
many, the Netherlands and Canada thus 
requested increased NATO involvement in 
Afghanistan.25 This was to culminate in NATO 
taking responsibility for ISAF in August 2003. 

In 2002 and 2003 ISAF was still a limited opera-
tion comprising roughly 5,000 soldiers, with a mis-
sion of stabilisation restricted to Kabul and its 
immediate environs. Norway’s military engage-
ment in Afghanistan in 2002 and the first half of 
2003 was concentrated in OEF. The Norwegian 
contributions to ISAF in the same period were 
small. The initial Norwegian prioritisation of OEF 
must be seen in the context of NATO’s decision to 
invoke Article 5: the government had strong 
national security interests to demonstrate solidar-
ity with the US, its closest NATO ally. 

Prior to the meeting on 16 April 2003 of the 
North Atlantic Council, during which the request 
for increased NATO involvement was to be dis-
cussed, Norway’s policy was to support a stronger 
role for NATO in ISAF. The Norwegian govern-
ment had been through a difficult domestic politi-
cal debate on Norway’s involvement in the Iraq 
War. In late autumn 2002 the US Embassy in Oslo 

had contacted the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs to request Norwegian military contribu-
tions to a war against Iraq. The discussion put 
relations in the coalition government under strain. 
The Conservatives believed Norway should con-
tribute, arguing that rejecting such requests could 
have negative repercussions for relations with the 
US. The coalition partners, the Christian Demo-
cratic and the Liberal parties, and the opposition 
did not favour participation in an operation that 
lacked a UN mandate and was perceived as not 
being in accordance with international law.26 

The Norwegian government saw NATO’s lead-
ership of ISAF as an opportunity to demonstrate 
NATO’s relevance in the face of the unilateralism of 
the Bush administration and the difficulties in 
transatlantic relations that had arisen from the Iraq 
War in 2003. A NATO-led ISAF would enable Nor-
way to contribute the ‘war on terror’.27 Norway 
therefore reinforced its military contributions in 
order to strengthen NATO and to try to prevent a 
‘coalition of the willing’ from becoming the most 
attractive alternative for Washington. 

For other European countries, too, contribut-
ing forces to a NATO-led, expanded ISAF opera-
tion represented an opportunity to maintain good 
bilateral relations with the US without deploying 
troops to the war in Iraq. Thus Afghanistan 
remained a common, relatively uncontroversial 
project. 

According to the Ministry of Defence, NATO 
leadership of ISAF would make the efforts to pro-
mote security in Afghanistan more predictable.28

The Alliance took on much of the responsibility 
for promoting stability and peaceful development 
in Afghanistan. There would no longer be talk of 
time-limited involvement of certain allies, but of a 
long-term commitment by all NATO member 
countries. The Norwegian Delegation to NATO 
also stressed that a failed NATO operation in 
Afghanistan would be harmful both for Afghani-
stan and for the future of the Alliance. The mem-
ber countries, therefore, had to give high political 
priority to ISAF and set aside necessary resources 
for the mission.29 

25 NATO, ‘Press lines on NATO decision on support to ISAF’, 
16 April 2003. At the time, NATO countries were providing 
95 per cent of the ISAF force.

26 Commission hearing, 21 October 2015.
27 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 

policy) to the Minister of Defence, ‘Norges styrkebidrag til 
operasjonene i Afghanistan’ [Norway’s military contributi-
ons to the operations in Afghanistan], 16 May 2003. 

28 Message from the Ministry of Defence to the Norwegian 
Delegation to NATO, ‘Møte i NATOs råd 11. april 2003 – 
NATO støtte til ISAF’ [Meeting of North Atlantic Council 
on 11 April 2003 – NATO support for ISAF], 11 April 2003. 
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3.4.2 Expansion of ISAF through PRTs 
NATO assumed leadership of ISAF on 11 August 
2003. At the same time, President Karzai 
requested an expansion of ISAF’s mandate to 
apply outside the immediate Kabul area. UN 
SRSG Brahimi, who at the outset had sought a 
light international footprint, now also believed 
that ISAF should expand the geographical area of 
its operations. In many provinces former militia 
commandants either wrested power or were 
installed by US forces after the Taliban’s fall.30

Local conflicts made it difficult for humanitarian 
organisations to gain access to a civilian popula-
tion in great need of help. A number of NGOs, sev-
eral of which were Norwegian, sent letters to 
NATO ambassadors in 2003 and 2004 calling for 
NATO forces to be deployed out into the prov-
inces of Afghanistan in order to provide security 
for their work.31 

The solution was an expansion of ISAF 
through a number of Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams (PRTs), which initially were to consist of 
smaller military units and civilian elements. The 
main purpose of the PRTs was to help strengthen 

the Afghan central government’s control in the 
provinces. 

Expansion through the PRTs contributed to 
the fragmentation of the international effort. With 
an enlarged presence of international forces in the 
PRTs, the military increasingly set the terms for 
development aid and some military forces under-
took aid activities directly. Each country 
approached the PRT concept in its own way, and 
many chose to invest large resources in ‘their’ 
respective provinces. As a consequence develop-
ment efforts were not evenly distributed and often 
the most conflict-ridden provinces received more 
aid than the more peaceful areas. This created dis-
satisfaction and agitation among the populace, 
undermining the centralisation project supported 
by the international community. As the PRT struc-
ture grew, it minimised the UN footprint, over-
shadowing civilian efforts and contributing to a 
more military-oriented leadership of the interna-
tional engagement. Chapter 8 discusses the PRT 
structure in more detail. 

Norwegian assessments of participation in PRT 

The Norwegian authorities sought to influence 
the shaping of the PRT concept in the North 
Atlantic Council. The model was only loosely 
defined, and NATO planned it as a flexible 
approach that could be adapted to the economic 
and resource-related requirements and aspira-
tions of the different contributing countries.32 The 
Norwegian authorities were concerned that the 
PRT concept would entail the armed forces carry-
ing out development aid activities.33 This was not 
something Norwegian authorities wanted; in their 
view, reconstruction and aid efforts required spe-
cialised competence that the armed forces did not 
possess.34 The PRTs could lead to an unwelcome 
mix of military and civilian roles.35 This in turn 

29 Report from the Norwegian Delegation to NATO, ‘Spørs-
målet om fremtidig norsk deltakelse i Afghanistan’ [The 
question of future Norwegian parcitipation in Afghanistan], 
26 May 2003. 

30 As Ahmed Rashid writes, they were ‘a cheap and beneficial 
way to retain US allies in the field who might even provide 
information about al Qaeda’. Ahmed Rashid, Descent into 
Chaos. The U.S. and the disaster in Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
and Central Asia, New York: Penguin Group, 2008, p. 129. 

31 Report from the Norwegian Delegation to NATO with atta-
ched letter from International Crisis Group dated 23 April 
2004, ‘Afghanistan. ICG oppfordrer NATO-landene til økte 
bidrag til ISAF’ [Afghanistan. ICG encourages the NATO 
countries to increase contributions to ISAF], 28 April 2004.

Figure 3.4 ISAF headquarters in Kabul. 
Photo: Torbjørn Kjosvold/Norwegian Armed Forces

32 NATO: ‘Broad principles governing the operation of provin-
cial reconstruction teams (PRTs) under a new United Nati-
ons Security Council mandate for an expanded ISAF’, 14 
October 2003. 

33 Memorandum from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Afgha-
nistans politiske dagsorden og NATOs fremtidige rolle’ 
[Afghanistan’s political agenda and future role of NATO], 
16 September 2003, and Embassy in Kabul, ‘NATOs overta-
gelse av kommandoen over ISAF’ [NATO takeover of ISAF 
command], 13 August 2003. 

34 Internal memorandum of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
‘Afghanistan. Provincial Reconstruction Teams. Eventuell 
norsk medvirkning’ [Afghanistan. Provincial Reconstru-
ction Teams. Possible Norwegian involvement], 17 August 
2003; Ida Maria Oma, Small states and burden-sharing in 
allied operations abroad – the case of Norway in ISAF, PhD-
dissertation, University of Oslo, 2014, p. 66. 
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could threaten the security of humanitarian organ-
isations and the humanitarian space (see Chapters 
6 and 8). In the summer and autumn of 2003 the 
Norwegian authorities had been heavily criticised 
by humanitarian organisations for using develop-
ment aid funding to finance a Norwegian contin-
gent of military engineers to clear mines in Iraq. 
At the same time, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
pointed out that the PRT was the most relevant 
contribution to ISAF in the short term, one reason 
being that the training of an Afghan army and 
police force would be dependent on support from 
the PRTs.36 

In the autumn of 2003 the Norwegian govern-
ment advocated a unitary model for the PRTs and 
for NATO to change the designation to Provincial 
Stabilisation Teams, which would more accurately 
represent a process in which the military would 
provide the stability and security necessary for 
independent development through civilian 
efforts.37 Norway’s proposal won the support of 
several allies, but the concept of the PRT was 
already well-entrenched in the Alliance. Although 
the US had first introduced the model within the 
OEF framework, Germany in particular actively 
sought agreement to base the expansion of ISAF 
on the PRT structure. The Norwegian authorities 
in the end supported this decision. 

When the request came for contributions to 
the PRTs, participation was viewed as part of Nor-
way’s obligations to the Alliance.38 Norway had 
supported the ISAF expansion, for which the 
PRTs were a vehicle. The Ministry of Defence 
asked Norwegian Joint Headquarters to assess 
logistics capacity and medical services and to 
carry out threat assessments for several areas 

where PRTs were located, including Meymaneh, 
Jalalabad and Ghazni.39 The armed forces gauged 
the provinces in the east and south as entailing 
the highest risk and, based on threat levels and 
logistics, they recommended participation in the 
north rather than south.40 

The Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
was positive about PRT participation, but empha-
sised the need for a clear separation between mili-
tary and civilian tasks. An internal memorandum 
in the Ministry pointed out that, given the choice 
of contributing to the UK-led PRTs in either 
Mazar-i-Sharif or Meymaneh, the latter was pref-
erable, since that province faced genuine security 
challenges.41 Thus the Norwegian forces would 
be occupied with military tasks within its area of 
responsibility and would avoid, in the absence of 
other tasks, getting involved in development activ-
ities.42 In the summer of 2003 the UK authorities 
reassured the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs that they did not consider reconstruction 
efforts to be a task of PRT military forces.43 This 
may have helped to convince the Ministry of the 
usefulness of the PRT concept and of supporting a 
UK-led PRT. 

On 6 May 2004 the Norwegian government 
announced that Norway would be contributing up 
to 30 soldiers to the UK-led PRT in Meymaneh, 
Faryab province.44 

Norway takes over the PRT in Faryab 

In 2003 the US had already begun to call upon 
allies to assume leadership responsibility for a 

35 Commission hearings, 18 May, 19 October and 28 October 
2015. Report from the Embassy in Kabul, ‘NATOs overta-
gelse av kommandoen over ISAF’ [NATO takeover of ISAF 
command], 13 August 2003. 

36 Internal memorandum of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
‘Afghanistan. Provincial Reconstruction Teams. Eventuell 
norsk medvirkning’ [Afghanistan. Provincial Reconstru-
ction Teams. Possible Norwegian involvement], 17 August 
2003. 

37 Report from Norwegian Delegation to NATO, ‘Foran minis-
termøtene i NATO: en Allianse i forandring. For mange 
utfordringer på samme tid?’ [Prior to the NATO minister 
meetings: an Alliance in change. Too many challenges at 
once?], 25 November 2003; message from Ministry of Fore-
ign Affairs to Norwegian Delegation to NATO, ‘Afgha-
nistan. Utvidet NATO-rolle. Instruks’ [Afghanistan. Expan-
ded NATO role. Instructions], 8 October 2003; Commis-
sion hearing, 12 November 2015.

38 Commission hearings, 19 October and 12 November 2015. 
Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to the Ministry of Defence III (third department, 
defence policy), ‘Strategi i Afghanistan 2006–2007’ [Stra-
tegy in Afghanistan 2006–2007], 2 February 2005.

39 Message from the Ministry of Defence to Norwegian Joint 
Headquarters, ‘ISAF – PRT’, 15 January 2015. 

40 Report from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Afghanistan. 
Provincial Reconstruction Teams. Eventuell norsk med-
virkning. Innspill’ [Afghanistan. Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams. Possible Norwegian involvement. Input], 17 August 
2003; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Afghanistan. NATOs 
rolle. Norske holdninger’ [Afghanistan. NATO’s role. Nor-
wegian viewpoints], 10 September 2003. 

41 Internal memorandum from the Ministry of Foreign Affa-
ris, ‘Britisk, norsk og finsk PRT i Meymaneh – sivilt bidrag’ 
[UK, Norwegian and Finnish PRT in Meymaneh – civilian 
contribution], 8 March 2004.

42 Report from the Embassy in Kabul, ‘Sikkerhetssituasjonen 
i det nordlige Afghanistan og det britiske PRTs rolle – brie-
fing for NATO-kretsen på den britiske ambassaden’ [The 
security situation in northern Afghanistan and the UK-led 
PRT’s role – briefing for NATO member countries at UK 
Embassy], 15 October 2003. 

43 Report from the Embassy in London regarding PRT in Afg-
hanistan, 17 July 2003. 

44 Ministry of Defence press release 14/2004 ‘Norge styrker 
innsatsen i Afghanistan’ [Norway strengthens its efforts in 
Afghanistan], 6 May 2004. 
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PRT. On several occasions in 2003, the EU Special 
Representative in Afghanistan Francis Vendrell 
and UN SRSG Brahimi also called for Norway to 
take responsibility for one of the PRTs. The Nor-
wegian Ministry of Defence advised against this, 
as it would entail large costs in the form of person-
nel and materiel. Any future involvement in PRTs 
should, it said, be limited to participating in a unit 
that was under another country’s command.45 

In September 2004 the UK contacted the Nor-
wegian authorities to propose that Norway 
assume responsibility for the PRT in Meymaneh. 
The ISAF expansion was fully underway, new 
PRTs had been established and the UK authori-
ties were preparing to transfer soldiers and mate-
riel to the south. Norway’s military leadership 
remained critical of taking on such a responsibil-
ity, as it was not something Norway had ever 
attempted before and this, together with the cost, 
would make it very difficult to provide adequate 
forces for a PRT. Although the security situation 
in the north in 2004 was considered to be better 
than that in Kabul, Norwegian Joint Headquarters 
stressed that this could change if the establish-
ment of a PRT began to challenge ‘conditions 
regarding smuggling, narcotics production and 
the power structures of local warlords’.46 Having 
individual responsibility for a province would 
make it difficult for Norway to withdraw from the 
mission, should this become necessary.47 Joint 
Headquarters instead recommended continuing 
the efforts in Kabul, as discussed in Chapter 4.48 

Despite the military’s clearly expressed view, 
the government decided that Norway would take 
command of the PRT in Meymaneh. Norway’s ini-
tial force was a smaller military outfit than Joint 
Headquarters had recommended. The view of the 
Ministry of Defence was that Norway would have 
to ‘contribute constructively to the expansion of 
ISAF by participating in a PRT and to other capac-

ities needed for NATO to succeed’.49 By taking 
leadership of a PRT, Norway could demonstrate 
its clear support for NATO.50 The desire to main-
tain good bilateral relations with the UK also 
played a part in the decision.51 

The requests to take over a PRT coincided 
with Norway’s developing plans to pull out of OEF 
and concentrate its efforts on ISAF.52 It would 
have been possible at the end of 2003, once the 
Norwegian special forces had been withdrawn 
(see Chapter 5), to interpret Norway’s efforts as 
diminishing. Contributing forces to a PRT was a 
means of remedying this. 

3.4.3 Change of government 
The 2005 parliamentary election in Norway led to 
a change of government, with a new coalition 
headed by Jens Stoltenberg that consisted of the 
Labour Party, the Socialist Left Party (SV) and the 
Centre Party. With the Socialist Left now in gov-
ernment rather than in opposition, some of the 
more heated public criticism of Norwegian mili-
tary involvement in Afghanistan subsided. This 
was one reason as to why no serious objections 
were raised regarding governmental support for 
participation in ISAF and for NATO, even though 
opinion polls showed that the public was divided 
on whether Norway should remain engaged mili-
tarily in Afghanistan (see Chapter 11). 

Norway’s military participation in Afghani-
stan was a source of internal discord within the 
Socialist Left and of tensions within the second 
Stoltenberg government. When in opposition the 
Socialist Left had criticised OEF and what the 
party termed a US ‘war of aggression’ in Afghani-
stan. It had, however, supported ISAF’s stabilisa-
tion mandate. As part of the government coalition, 
the party therefore demanded that all Norwegian 
military activity be under ISAF. The phasing out of 
OEF contributions was formally set out in the new 
government’s policy platform, known as the Soria 45 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 

policy) to the Minister of Defence, ‘Norges styrkebidrag til 
operajsonene i Afghanistan’ [Norway’s military contributi-
ons to the operations in Afghanistan], 16 May 2003. 

46 Report from Norwegian Joint Headquarters to the Minis-
try of Defence, ‘Forsvarsstabens vurdering av satsningsom-
råde i Afghanistan’ [Joint Headquarters assessment of area 
in Afghanistan], 27 August 2004. 

47 Report from Norwegian Joint Headquarters to the Minis-
try of Defence, ‘Forsvarsstabens presisering av forhold ved 
overtakelse av PRT Maymane’ [Joint Headquarters clarifi-
cation of conditions for taking over PRT Meymaneh], 12 
November 2004. 

48 Report from Norwegian Joint Headquarters to the Minis-
try of Defence, ‘Forsvarsstabens vurdering av satsningsom-
råde i Afghanistan’ [Joint Headquarters assessment of area 
in Afghanistan], 27 August 2004. 

49 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to the Ministry of Defence III (defence policy), 
‘Strategi i Afghanistan 2006–2007’ [Strategy in Afghanistan 
2006–2007], 2 February 2005. 

50 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to the Minister of Defence, ‘Sivil innsats i norsk-
ledet PRT i Meymaneh’ [Civilian efforts at Norwegian-led 
PRT in Meymaneh], 20 December 2004; Oma, 2014, p. 81. 

51 Oma, 2014, p. 79. 
52 Memorandum from Norwegian Joint Headquarters to the 

Ministry of Defence, ‘Informasjon om provinsial reconstru-
ction team (PRT) i Afghanistan, og vurdering av eventuell 
norsk deltakelse’ [Information on provincial reconstruction 
team (PRT) in Afghanistan, and assessment of potential 
Norwegian participation], 29 August 2003. 
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Moria declaration. The controversial aspects of 
how the US conducted international counter-ter-
ror were among the reasons why the second Stol-
tenberg government decided to terminate Nor-
way’s involvement in OEF.53 

This was not a difficult decision for the govern-
ment to reach. In practice the Norwegian authori-
ties had increasingly focused more activity towards 
ISAF before the change of government in 2005. 
Despite reports from the Norwegian Embassy in 
Washington prior to the change of government that 
the US administration would express disappoint-
ment if Norway were to pull out of OEF in Afghani-
stan and Iraq, in actuality these decisions had little 
impact on bilateral relations.54 

3.5 Third phase: insurgency escalates, 
a comprehensive approach and 
Norway’s ‘revised approach’ 

In the third phase (2006–2011) it became clear 
that the Taliban had once again built up significant 
military capacity with support from parts of Paki-
stan’s security force. ISAF’s expansion into south-
ern and eastern Afghanistan was met with unex-
pectedly fierce opposition. Back in 2002–2004, US 
counter-terror operations in cooperation with 
local Afghan partners had already triggered resis-
tance, which intensified in the years that fol-
lowed.55 A lack of coordination between civilian 
actors, combined with ever-larger sums of devel-
opment aid, was creating serious problems of cor-
ruption and parallel bureaucratic power struc-
tures. The situation deteriorated as time went on. 
The UN remained marginalised and its activities 
were, in practice, constrained by the military 
agenda. Presidential and parliamentary elections 
were tainted by electoral fraud and deepened the 
growing pessimism among the Afghan population 
and international community alike. NATO began 
promoting a ‘comprehensive approach’ to involve 

more civilian resources and to limit expectations 
for the outcomes of purely military operations. 
Norway also intensified its civilian effort. The 
years from 2009 to 2011 were characterised by a 
surge in both military and civilian activity, 
inspired by US experiences in Iraq. 

The expansion of ISAF’s area of operations 
and the increased numbers of international and 
Afghan soldiers raised the level of conflict, first in 
the south and east and later in the north as well. 
The Taliban developed a parallel shadow struc-
ture of governors in the provinces. NATO called 
the escalating resistance to allied forces an ‘insur-
gency’. Many Pashtuns in the south believed they 
were fighting an occupation by foreign forces. 
Furthermore, local conflicts were easily linked to 
the increasingly complex national conflict and 
given an ideological spin.56 

The insurgency had support from neighbour-
ing Pakistan. The Pakistani authorities wanted a 
regime in Kabul that they could influence, even if 
that regime also caused trouble on the Pakistani 
side of the border. Despite its complicated rela-
tionship with the Taliban, Pakistan therefore 
sought to keep the movement as a political actor. 
The Taliban used Pakistan as its main hub for stra-
tegic planning and training. More and more diplo-
mats, journalists and decision-makers began to 
believe that the key to resolving the insurgency in 
Afghanistan lay in Pakistan. The Pakistani authori-
ties and military still viewed Afghanistan as a stra-
tegic area where Pakistani forces could retreat in 
case of a war against India, and they disliked the 
increasing Indian presence in Afghanistan. The 
length of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border also 
made it easy for insurgents to cross without being 
apprehended. 

As violence escalated and ISAF sustained ever 
more casualties, the US and NATO could no lon-
ger ignore Pakistan. In 2007 NATO discussed 
regional issues, with an emphasis on how to 
improve cooperation with Pakistan.57 Pakistan 
was a nuclear power where elected officials did 
not necessarily have control of the insurgents or 
parts of the government administration. Thus it 
was difficult for the US and its allies to gauge how 
far Pakistan could be pressured before risking fur-
ther destabilisation in the country. In the North 

53 Minister of Foreign Affairs’ address to the Storting, ‘Uten-
rikspolitisk redegjørelse av utenriksministeren’ [Foreign 
policy address by Minister of Foreign Affairs], regjerin-
gen.no, 8 February 2006.

54 Message from the Embassy in Washington, ‘USA. Norge 
etter regjeringsskiftet. Irak, Afghanistan’ [US. Norway 
after the change of government. Iraq, Afghanistan], 18 
October 2005.

55 Astri Suhrke, Eksperiment Afghanistan. Det internasjonale 
engasjement etter Taliban-regimets fall [Experiment Afgha-
nistan: The international engagement after the Taliban 
regime’s fall], Oslo: Spartacus Forlag, 2011; Alex van Lin-
schoten and Felix Kuehn, An Enemy We Created –The Myth 
of the Taliban/Al Qaeda Merger in Afghanistan, 1970-2010, 
London: Hurst & Co, 2014. 

56 Mike Martin, An Intimate War. An Oral History of the Hel-
mand Conflict, London: Hurst, 2014.

57 Report from the Norwegian Delegation to NATO, ‘NATO, 
Afghanistan. Den regionale dimensjonen’ [NATO, Afgha-
nistan: the regional dimension], 14 July 2008.
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Atlantic Council, Norway supported regional 
cooperation, which also included Iran.58 

3.5.1 Comprehensive approach 
In the spring and summer of 2006, ISAF carried 
out its first lengthy offensive operation, Operation 
Mountain Thrust.59 The operation’s objective was 
to drive out the insurgents and prepare the 
ground for ISAF to stabilise the area.60 The opera-
tion lasted several months, encompassing a num-
ber of southern and eastern provinces. Several 
hundred insurgents were killed, but the effect was 
short-lived. The Taliban demonstrated a strong 
ability to withstand losses and to recruit new 
forces, including from among local inhabitants. 

It was becoming more and more clear that eco-
nomic and social development, along with a well-
functioning government administration, were pre-
conditions for success in defeating the Taliban. 
This was not a new insight. The importance of 
coordination between the civilian and military 
efforts for a successful outcome in Afghanistan 
was set out in the Bonn Agreement. Up to this 
point, however, it had been difficult to achieve, 
and international activities were, at times, inter-
nally conflicting. The UN Disarmament, Demobili-
sation and Reintegration (DDR) programme and 
the work on transitional justice, for instance, were 
in part undermined by the US arming of militias 
and warlords in order to fight the Taliban. 

A ‘comprehensive approach’ was one of the 
main topics at the NATO summit in Riga in Novem-
ber 2006. The previous April, Norway had sup-
ported a Danish proposal for better coordination of 
civilian and military measures.61 The proposal 
argued that the planning and execution of NATO 
military operations needed to include close consul-
tation and coordination with other international 
actors, including the UN, the EU and NGOs. Nor-
way’s position was distinct from that of Denmark in 
that it placed priority on protecting humanitarian 
space and emphasised coordination not by NATO, 
but between NATO and various civilian organisa-
tions such as the UN and the EU. It was a stated 

Norwegian wish that NATO should not develop a 
strong, separate civilian dimension.62 

The US eventually sided with this position. 
The declaration from the 2006 Riga summit stated 
that a ‘comprehensive approach’ was necessary, 
but did not specify how the Alliance should 
achieve this. The debate within NATO over a com-
prehensive approach revolved largely around rela-
tions between itself and the EU and UN respec-
tively. The US, France and especially Turkey had 
different ideas about how close the cooperation 
with the EU should be. At the 2008 summit in 
Bucharest, NATO approved a framework for a 
comprehensive approach that was the product of 
internal compromises and that entailed far less 
commitment than the view promoted by Norway 
in 2006. The comprehensive approach, as it stood 
in 2008, mainly addressed the internal organisa-
tion of NATO rather than its relations to other 
external actors such as the UN and the EU. 

Parallel to NATO’s internal attempts to coordi-
nate civilian and military tasks, the international 
community in Afghanistan sought to introduce the 
position of a high-level coordinator for the overall 
effort. President Karzai was against this, fearing 
that such a position would undermine Afghan 
ownership of the state-building process and the 
president’s legitimacy among his people. The 
alternative was to strengthen UNAMA’s coordi-
nating role. UN Security Resolution 1806 of 
March 2008 set the stage for further expansion of 
UNAMA’s responsibility for coordinating civilian 
efforts and for greater cooperation with ISAF. 
UNAMA was charged with assisting Afghan 
authorities in coordinating the activities of inter-
national donors in accordance with national devel-
opment plans, such as the Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy (ANDS), and through coor-
dination mechanisms such as the Joint Coordina-
tion and Monitoring Board (JCMB). See 
Chapter 6 for further discussion. 

The Norwegian diplomat Kai Eide headed 
UNAMA in this restructuring phase. His task 
proved to be a very difficult one. Internal bureau-
cracy and political wrangling in the UN tied up 
scarce personnel resources at the UNAMA office 

58 Ibid. 
59 Suhrke, 2011, p. 62. 
60 Ibid.
61 Title of proposal was ‘Concerted Planning and Action 

(CPA) – non-paper on possible ways ahead’. Report from 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Norwegian Delegation to 
NATO, ‘Instruks vedr. dansk non-paper om sivil–militært 
samarbeid’ [Instructions regarding Danish non-paper on 
civil–military cooperation], 3 April 2006. 

62 Report from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the Norwe-
gian Delegation to NATO, ‘Instruks vedr. dansk non-paper 
om sivil-militært samarbeid’ [Instructions regarding 
Danish non-paper on civil–military cooperation], 3 April 
2006; from the Norwegian Delegation to NATO to the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Dansk anmodning om norsk 
støtte til initiativ om samordning av Natos innsats i opera-
sjoner med andre aktører’ [Danish request for Norwegian 
support for initiative on coordinating NATO activity in ope-
rations with other actors], 23 March 2006. 
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in Kabul.63 In addition, the number of actors to be 
coordinated was vast. The JCMB functioned 
poorly as a coordination mechanism. The donors 
primarily attended to their national priorities and 
desire for political visibility rather than demands 
for joint coordination under UN and Afghan 
authorities. The US was particularly sceptical of 
the UN’s role. Even Afghan authorities consid-
ered ISAF, not UNAMA, to be the most important 
international decision-maker.64 UNAMA stood in 
the crossfire between President Karzai and ISAF 
on issues regarding the exercise and control of 
military planning. It was difficult for UNAMA to 
strike a balance and, in practice, it became mar-
ginalised in the face of ISAF and US dominance. 
At the time, the Afghan government, UNAMA and 
ISAF had agreed to coordinate efforts in selected 
districts, but the problems in cooperation between 
these organisations undermined this ambition. 

3.5.2 ‘Revised approach’ (‘taktskiftet’) 
Norway used the growing international attention 
on civilian efforts to showcase and promote the 
Norwegian civilian engagement. It became espe-
cially important to focus on the civilian effort at a 
time when the military campaign was failing. This 
was also the case within the coalition government, 
where the Socialist Left was dealing with agitation 
within its ranks over the war in Afghanistan. In his 
address to the Storting on 24 October 2006, Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs Jonas Gahr Støre argued 
that a taktskifte (‘change of pace’) was called for in 
the international and the Norwegian effort.65 A 
comprehensive strategy was needed that placed 
security, development and institution-building in 
the same overall context, together with the objec-
tive of promoting Afghan ownership. The Norwe-
gian authorities attached particular importance to 
the UN’s coordinating role and contributed finan-
cial support to the establishment of new humani-
tarian positions at the UNAMA office in Kabul.66

In addition to maintaining Norway’s military con-
tribution, the civilian contribution was to be 

increased.67 The government’s signals regarding 
a revised approach were well-received by the polit-
ical opposition in Norway. 

As part of this revised approach to the civilian 
effort, the Norwegian authorities continued to 
increase development aid to Afghanistan. Eventu-
ally it became a stated government objective that 
financial expenditure for Norway’s civilian sup-
port should equal that for military operations in 
Afghanistan.68 In December 2007 the coalition 
government decided to increase its total develop-
ment aid to Afghanistan to NOK 750 million (USD 
119 million) annually, starting in 2008 and origi-
nally intended to apply for a period of five years. In 
contrast to the military effort, where disagree-
ment reigned from the start, the government was 
easily able to agree on an increase in civilian fund-
ing. The decision was politically motivated and 
was not founded on assessments of the recipients’ 
ability to make proper use of the aid or of the Nor-
wegian authorities’ capacity to administer it. 
Chapter 6 discusses the decision-making process 
and impacts of this increase in development aid. 

A need also arose for better coordination 
between the different elements of Norway’s mili-
tary and civilian engagement in Afghanistan. This 
became particularly important after Norway took 
command of the PRT in Faryab in 2005.69 In early 
2006 the coalition government established the 
State Secretary Committee for Afghanistan, also 
known as the Afghanistan Forum, whose objec-
tive was to coordinate Norway’s Afghanistan pol-
icy. Members of the committee were the state sec-
retaries of the Ministry of Defence, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (from both the foreign affairs and 
international development sides), Office of the 
Prime Minister and Ministry of Justice.70 

63 Kai Eide, Høyt Spill om Afghanistan, [High Stakes in Afgha-
nistan], Oslo: Cappelen Damm, 2010, p. 46; Commission 
hearing, 12 November 2015. 

64 Rynning, 2012, p. 139. 
65 Minister of Foreign Affairs’ address to the Storting, ‘Afgha-

nistan. Norsk engasjement’ [On the situation in Afgha-
nistan and Norway’s contribution], regjeringen.no, 24 
October 2006. 

66 Ministry of Foreign Affairs email, ‘Afghanistan. Norsk 
støtte til UNAMAs humanitære koordineringskapasitet’ 
[Afghanistan. Norwegian support for UNAMA’s humanita-
rian coordination capacity], 11 January 2007. 

67 Minister of Foreign Affairs’ address to the Storting, ‘Afgha-
nistan. Norsk engasjement’ [On the situation in Afgha-
nistan and Norway’s contribution], regjeringen.no, 24 
October 2006.
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1 billion on Afghanistan war], article in Norwegian newspa-
per Aftenposten, 16 October 2011.

69 Liland Committee, ‘Norsk helhetlig innsats i Afghanistan’ 
[Norwegian comprehensive effort in Afghanistan], 2010. 

70 Commission hearings, 28 October and 14 December 2015 
and memorandum from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to 
State Secretary Forum, ‘Statssekretærutvalget for Afgha-
nistan. Reise 2011’ [State Secretary Forum for Afghanistan: 
2011 trip], 14 July 2007; Ministry of Foreign Affairs ‘Stats-
sekretærbesøk til Afghanistan 26.–30. september’ [State 
Secretary visit to Afghanistan 26–30 September], 20 May 
2007 and memorandum from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, ‘Statssekretærutvalget for Afghanistan’ [State 
Secretary Forum for Afghanistan], 11 December 2013.
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A key component of the attempt to achieve a 
comprehensive approach in Norway was main-
taining the principle of separation between mili-
tary and civilian activities. The State Secretary 
Committee for Afghanistan, also called the 
Afghanistan Forum, held regular meetings and 
took several trips to Afghanistan up until January 
2013, but it functioned mainly as a forum for infor-
mation-sharing and less as an arena for discussing 
how to strengthen coordination between the dif-
ferent areas.71 

3.5.3 Controversy over contributing in the 
south 

The expansion of its mission in 2006 to include 
southern and eastern Afghanistan meant that ISAF, 
too, became part of the war effort. This affected 
Socialist Left support for Norwegian participation 
in ISAF. The apparent political agreement on con-
centrating military effort in the north gave way in 
2006 to a debate as to whether Norway should par-
ticipate in the south. Like most other NATO mem-
ber countries, Norway was repeatedly encouraged, 
as well as more directly requested, to deploy forces 
to the south, where allies such as the UK, the US, 
the Netherlands, Denmark and Canada were sus-
taining heavy losses. 

In the summer of 2006 the Ministry of 
Defence received several requests from NATO to 
transfer the Norwegian quick reaction force 
(QRF) from the north to the south. Based on con-
sultation with the military, the Ministry recom-
mended against complying, on the grounds that 
Norway needed this force in the north.72 The 
Norwegian QRF provided daily support to the 
PRTs in northern Afghanistan, and the Ministry 
believed that the unit’s absence would weaken the 
PRTs’ capability to assist in stabilising the prov-
inces. In addition, the QRF provided important 
support for Afghan security forces. The military 
and the Ministry further stressed that Norway 
had few forces and that it was important to con-
centrate them in a single area. 

From the outset, Norway had declared that – 
unlike many ISAF countries – it had no national 

caveats restricting the use of Norway’s military 
contributions throughout Afghanistan.73 NATO 
headquarters, however, perceived Norway’s most 
recent position as precisely that: a caveat on cer-
tain ways of using the Norwegian forces formally 
assigned to the ISAF Commander (COMISAF). 
ISAF was facing a combination of geographical 
expansion, a shortage of forces and a worsening 
security situation, and COMISAF therefore 
needed complete flexibility to relocate forces 
wherever needed. Norway’s caveat was viewed as 
a complicating factor in planning Alliance opera-
tions, so NATO asked Norway to withdraw it.74 

The perception within NATO that Norway was 
saying one thing and doing another was politically 
detrimental to the Norwegian government. In the 
view of the Ministry of Defence, repeated refusals 
to accommodate requests for military contribu-
tions in the south could erode NATO faith in the 
Norwegian authorities. Reports from the Norwe-
gian Delegation to NATO also reflect frustration 
among Norwegian diplomats at not having clear 
answers for allies who found Norway’s position 
confusing.75 The Ministry of Defence thus recom-
mended that Norway attach a formal caveat to the 
QRF. This would provide clarity for the Alliance 
and COMISAF would also know what he was deal-
ing with.76 Since NATO would see a formal caveat 
in a negative light, the Ministry recommended 
offering other kinds of forces to compensate for 
rejecting the relocation of the Norwegian QRF.77

71 Commission hearings, 28 October and 14 December 2015. 
72 Memorandum from the Minister of Defence to the coalition 
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‘ISAF CAVEATS’, 20 October 2006.

75 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
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Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) regarding 
limitations on military contributions], 25 October 2006. 

76 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
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Security Council – background notes, draft], 15 November 
2006. [The Government’s Security Council – background 
notes], 15 November 2006. ‘Regjeringens sikkerhetsutvalg 
– håndnotater’ [The Government’s Security Council – back-
ground notes], 15 November 2006.

77 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to Minister of Defence, ‘Regjeringsbehandling av 
bruk av hurtigreaksjonsstyrken i Nord-Afghanistan’ [The 
government’s decision on use of the quick reaction force in 
northern Afghanistan], 7 November 2006; memorandum 
from the Ministry of Defence II (security policy) to state 
secretary, ‘Afghanistan. Norske militære bidrag’ [Afgha-
nistan: Norwegian military contributions], 8 December 
2006. 
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Figure 3.5 Overview of the security situation in Afghanistan

Overview of the security situation in Afghanistan

Source: International 
NGO Safety O�ce 
(INSO). INSO gathers 
information about 
security incidents from a 
range of sources in 
Afghanistan. The 
numbers are indicative.  

Source: UNAMA and 
OHCHR Afghanistan � 
Annual Report 2015 � 

Protection of civilians in 
armed conflict, 
February 2016

Sources: Reports to Security Council from Secretary General, from 
November 2004 to December 2008; NATO, Media Backgrounder ANSF, 
2010 and 2012

Source: NATO ISAF Placemats, force levels in July/August 2007-2014. These are the forces assigned to ISAF and may be lower than the total number of soldiers in the area 
of operation.
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The deployment of special forces or F-16 to south-
ern Afghanistan was suggested.78 

In September 2006 the UK asked for Norwe-
gian contributions to Helmand province in the 
south, where their forces were engaged in fierce 
combat. This request was the prelude to the most 
serious internal conflict in the coalition govern-
ment regarding military contributions to the 
south.79 The Chief of Defence felt that the Norwe-
gian special forces would be a relevant contribu-
tion – they had the capacity NATO was requesting 
and were available – and so advocated their 
deployment.80 The Labour and Centre parties 
viewed contributions to the south as a reasonable 
obligation to the Alliance and most of the opposi-
tion parties shared the same position.

Among the Socialist Left, however, there was 
great unwillingness to deploy forces to join what 
they considered to be a war of aggression in the 
south. At the time, the party had just endured a 
defeat to its environmental agenda for a full-scale 
CO2 capture and storage facility at the Mongstad 
natural gas-fired power plant. Many believed the 
Socialist Left should have left the government in 
protest over this decision. Therefore, the UK 
request to deploy soldiers to the south, which 
attracted widespread attention in the media and 
within the Socialist Left, became a pivotal issue for 
them.81 It would cause substantial strain to 
remain in the government if it was forced to 
accept yet another defeat. On 18 October 2006 the 
government announced that Norway would not be 
accommodating NATO’s request to deploy forces 
to the south. Norwegian media portrayed this as a 
great victory for the Socialist Left.82 The Labour 
Party emphasised that the decision was not taken 
on the basis of principle, but rather on an overall 

assessment of the Norwegian effort. Later that 
same year, a government document stressed that 
Norway in principle still attached no caveats to 
military contributions to ISAF.83 

The government’s discussion on deploying 
forces to the south did not end there, however. In 
the spring of 2007 the Norwegian authorities 
received several requests for military contribu-
tions to the south, including one to relieve Dutch 
forces in Uruzgan province, where the Nether-
lands led a PRT. The Ministry of Defence advised 
against this, citing operational considerations 
such as incompatibility between the Norwegian 
guidelines for civil–military separation of activities 
and the Dutch PRT approach.84 Later that year, 
further requests were made for military contribu-
tions to Uruzgan.85 Now the Ministry strongly 
recommended accommodating the request. 
Within the government, the Socialist Left vehe-
mently, and successfully, opposed this. Although 
no formal decision was taken to introduce caveats 
based on principle, in the autumn of 2007 the 
internal debate on military contributions to the 
south ceased. The decision to continue with the 
special forces contribution in Kabul that same 
year – which the Socialist Left also wanted to ter-
minate – may have eased the pressure from 
NATO requests for contributions to the south. 

The government’s decision to decline the 
allied requests for contributions to the south 
fuelled criticism from the political opposition. 
Many believed that Norway was damaging bilat-
eral relations with its most important allies, espe-
cially the US and UK. However, the Commission 
has found no evidence that the decision had any 
significant ramifications for bilateral ties, but the 
Norwegian refusal did entail some short-lived fric-
tion at the political level in relations with the UK 
and the US.86 The Norwegian view was that US 
authorities quickly put the issue behind them, 
while the displeasure of the UK authorities 
appeared to be somewhat more long-lived. The 

78 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to the Minister of Defence, ‘Bruk av hurtigreak-
sjonsstyrken’ [Use of the quick reaction force], 30 October 
2006. 

79 Memorandum from the Minister of Defence to the coalition 
government’s committee of party leaders, ‘Spørsmål om 
norske bidrag til Sør-Afghanistan’ [Issues regarding Nor-
wegian countributions to southern Afghanistan], 14 Sep-
tember 2006. 

80 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to the Ministry of Defence III (defence policy), ‘Vur-
dering av innretning på militære bidrag til internasjonale 
operasjoner og reaksjonsstyrker’ [Assessment of military 
contributions to international operations and quick reaction 
forces], 1 November 2006. 

81 ‘Norge sier nei til NATO’ [Norway Says No to NATO], 
article in Norwegian newspaper VG, 18 October 2006; 
Commission hearings, 18 May, 21–23 June and 12 Novem-
ber 2015. 

82 ‘Norge sier nei til NATO’ [Norway Says No to NATO], 
article in Norwegian newspaper VG, 18 October 2006. 

83 The Commission has had access to memorandums from 
cabinet meetings and the Government’s Security Council. 

84 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence to the Chief of 
Defence, ‘Mulig norsk engasjement i Uruzgan/Sør-Afgha-
nistan’ [Potential Norwegian engagement in Uruzgan/
southern Afghanistan], 16 March 2007. 

85 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence to the Office 
of the Prime Minister, ‘Samtale mellom Espen Barth Eide 
og statssekretær i det nederlandske forsvarsdepartementet 
Cees van der Knaap’ [Talks between Espen Barth Eide and 
State Secretary of Dutch Ministry of Defence Cees van der 
Knaap], 23 August 2007. 

86 Commission hearings, 18 May, 19 October and 13 Novem-
ber 2015.
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Commission’s UK sources have refuted this, how-
ever.87 In both the military and civil service in the 
UK it was understood that domestic politics set 
limitations that were difficult to change. Norway 
compensated by providing special forces in Kabul, 
in addition to carrying out an important effort in 
the north. This softened the impression that Nor-
way was being especially risk-averse or cautious. 

In the overall NATO context, Norway’s self-
imposed caveats did not have long-term repercus-
sions either. Nevertheless, NATO countries active 
in southern Afghanistan – primarily the US, the 
UK, Canada, the Netherlands and Denmark – 
formed an ‘inner circle’ regarding decisions on 
Afghanistan. Some of the academic literature has 
made a point of this.88 Terminology such as ‘a 
multi-tier NATO’ and a distinction between the 
countries that were ‘willing and able’ and those 
that were not have been employed. According to 
these interpretations, the lack of Norwegian 
forces in the south relegated Norway to a mar-
ginal position in the Alliance. The significance of 
this distinction is exaggerated, however. The 
group of countries that were active in the south 
was important, but it also reflected a specific need 
for coordination between those countries. Similar 
groups for the other regional commands quickly 
arose as well. Norway was an active advocate of 
establishing a group comprised of the countries 
contributing forces in northern Afghanistan (RC 
North group), with Germany at the hub. This 
group never attained the same standing as the 
southern group. The significance of the RC South 
group applied specifically to Afghanistan and did 
not signal the emergence of any new inner core 
within NATO in general. 

3.5.4 New US strategies: civilian losses,  
COIN and regional dimensions 

The increase in the number of battles from 2006 
was accompanied by reports of rising civilian 
casualties. NATO members were concerned that 
this would undermine support for ISAF among 
the Afghan people and in the countries contribut-
ing to ISAF.89 Steadily closer cooperation between 
OEF and ISAF also led to media portrayal of the 

two operations as one and the same, despite their 
having distinct mandates and missions. Many 
ISAF member countries did not wish to be associ-
ated with the US counter-terror operation OEF.90 

In June 2007 COMISAF General Dan McNeill 
issued the first tactical directive aimed at reducing 
the civilian toll.91 But it was the US airstrike in 
Azizabad, Shindand, in August 2008 that truly put 
civilian losses on the international agenda.92 The 
incident attracted a great deal of attention, and 
UNAMA, headed by Kai Eide, harshly criticised 
the international military engagement.93 The inci-
dent raised awareness in ISAF of the repercus-
sions that civilian casualties had on the operation 
in the form of increased resistance from the popu-
lation it had promised to protect. 

At the same time, Eide’s criticism led to a col-
lapse of UNAMA’s balancing act between Presi-
dent Karzai and ISAF. A new initiative was needed, 
and it came with the inauguration of President 
Barack Obama in 2009 and a US administration 
that had not been involved in the strategic choices 
taken after the September 2001 attacks on the US. 
This was also an administration that had to answer 
to a war-weary US public. The new US administra-
tion quickly drew up a fresh Afghanistan strategy, 
presented first in the US, then at the NATO sum-
mit in April 2009 and finally at a conference in The 
Hague in the same month. The strategy focused 
on winning the Afghan people’s trust, promoting 
state-building, fighting corruption and sealing the 
border to insurgents. Within this framework, Gen-
eral Stanley McChrystal, who was to assume com-
mand of ISAF from June 2009, introduced a new 
counter-insurgency (COIN) strategy. 

McChrystal’s approach was not a new one, but 
it was launched at a time when ISAF needed to 
burnish its reputation and demonstrate success 
on the war front. The strategy, approved by NATO 
in October 2009, was based on core principles of 

87 Commission hearing, 24 April 2015.
88 See e.g. Timo Noetzel and Benjamin Schreer, ‘Does a multi-

tier NATO matter? The Atlantic alliance and the process of 
strategic change’, International Affairs, vol. 85, no. 2, 
March 2009, pp. 211–226; various chapters in Janne Haa-
land Matlary and Magnus Petersson (ed.), NATO’s Euro-
pean Allies: Military Capability, Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2013.

89 Message from Norwegian Delegation to NATO, ‘NATO. 
Afghanistan. Sivile tap og forholdet ISAF-OEF’ [NATO. 
Afghanistan. Civilian losses and the ISAF-OEF relations-
hip], 15 May 2007. 

90 Human Rights Watch, The Human Cost – The consequences 
of Insurgent Attacks in Afghanistan, April 2007, p. 3. 

91 Centre for Civilians in Conflict, Civilian Harm Tracking: 
Analysis of ISAF Efforts in Afghanistan, 2014, p. 3. 

92 UNAMA, ‘Special representative Kai Eide on civilian casu-
alties caused by military operations in Shindand, UNAMA’, 
unama.unmissions.org, 26 August 2008. 

93 Report from the Embassy in Kabul, ‘Afghanistan. Sivile 
drap. Samtale med den amerikanske ambassadør Wood’ 
[Afghanistan. Civilians killed. Interview with US ambas-
sador Wood], 18 September 2008; ‘76 Civilians Die in 
Attack by Coalition, Afghans Say’, The New York Times, 22 
August 2008. 
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modern western thought on COIN. Its main prem-
ise was that insurgency is best combatted by con-
vincing the broad majority of the population that 
their interests, in the long run, are best served if 
the authorities win. In theory, when the insur-
gents lose the popular support (which they need 
for concealment and supplies), they will eventu-
ally lose the war. 

McChrystal’s assessment of the situation in 
Afghanistan and the new COIN strategy high-
lighted two flaws in particular that the operation 
had to overcome in order to succeed: the strength 
of the insurgents and the lack of public faith in the 
central Afghan government. ISAF was to redouble 
its efforts to address both. Rather than letting 
civilian actors support military operations, the 
strategy revolved around integrating and coordi-
nating the military operation with other actors in a 
way that took these weaknesses into account.94 

The COIN doctrine, however, is based on a 
critical presumption that was inadequately met in 
Afghanistan: a counter-insurgency operation will 
never be better than the regime it supports. If the 
Afghan authorities were perceived by the people 
as a larger problem than the Taliban, the western 
military forces could do little to convince them of 
the opposite. In retrospect, there are many, partic-
ularly in the military in Norway, who have claimed 
that the inability of civilian actors to establish 
good governance in Afghanistan undermined the 
military side of COIN and caused the overall 
counter-insurgency effort to fail.95 In other words, 
the main problem lay with civilian actors who 
proved themselves incapable of carrying out their 
part of COIN. Others say that the relatively short-
term, externally driven state-building upon which 
COIN was predicated was impossible to imple-
ment and thus the doctrine as a whole was 
unachievable in practice.96 Studies have con-
cluded that short-term development aid efforts 
carried out by or in close collaboration with mili-
tary forces have not had the anticipated stabilising 
or trust-building effect.97 Instead, such aid often 
fans the flames of local conflicts, rekindles old 
conflicts or ignites new ones. The belief that inter-
national actors with little knowledge of local 

power alliances or local political economy could 
win the people’s trust on behalf of a central gov-
ernment that had next to no legitimacy among its 
people was misguided from the outset.98 The 
studies recommended, among other things, better 
coordinated and less comprehensive stabilisation 
activities in areas that require deep insight into 
local political and legal realities. 

In addition, the insurgents had external sup-
port, particularly from Pakistan. This further 
weakened the foundation for successful counter-
insurgency efforts based on the criteria described 
above. But the COIN strategy did help to achieve 
some positive results: greater focus on the popula-
tion’s views made military commanders more 
aware of the significance of civilian casualties. 
ISAF tactical directives placed restrictions on the 
use of air power and searches in private resi-
dences, which helped to reduce the number of 
civilians killed by international and Afghan 
forces.99 This shift in military activity was part of 
McChrystal’s broader initial assessment and the 
desire for an integrated campaign in which mili-
tary operations would be framed in a larger diplo-
matic context. 

The close link between civilian and military 
instruments clashed with Norway’s policy. The 
‘Norwegian approach’ stipulated a clear separa-
tion between civilian and military activities, some-
thing that was to be compensated for through 
close coordination of both activities, without one 
setting the terms for the other. This became an 
important political guideline in Faryab. 

COIN was formally introduced and approved 
at a meeting of NATO defence ministers in Slova-
kia on 23 October 2009.100 Evidence suggests that 
Norway and other allies were unapprised of the 
fact that COIN would be on the agenda.101 COIN 
was introduced as an initiative by the US and it 
had already been implemented by the new 
COMISAF. Although the Norwegian authorities 
approved COIN on a strategic level at the meet-
ing, in practice they declined to carry out COIN 
activities on the ground. This meant that Norway 

94 http://media.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/docu-
ments/Assessment_Redac-
ted_092109.pdf?sid=ST2009092003140. The Commission 
has viewed the original NATO document. 

95 Commission hearing, 19 June 2015.
96 Commission hearing, 2 September 2015.
97 Paul Fishstein and Wilder, ‘Winning Hearts and Minds? 

Examing the Relationship between Aid and Security in Afg-
hanistan’, Feinstein International Center, January 2012.

98 Karl W. Eikenberry, ‘The Limits of Counterinsurgency 
Doctrine in Afghanistan’, Foreign Affairs, September/Octo-
ber 2013: ‘‘Protect the population’ makes for a good bum-
per sticker, but it raises the question: Protect it from whom 
and against what? It certainly meant protecting the Afghan 
people from marauding Taliban insurgents. But what about 
criminal narco-traffickers, venal local police chiefs, or pre-
datory government officials?’ 

99 Kai Eide, Afghanistan and the US – Between partnership 
and occupation, PRIO, 2015, p. 26.

100 Rynning, 2012, p. 62. 
101 Commission hearing, 18 May 2015. 



Official Norwegian Reports NOU 2016: 8 41
A Good Ally: Norway in Afghanistan 2001–2014 Chapter 3
was not following the ISAF counter-insurgency 
strategy in Faryab, and thus the Norwegian PRT 
leadership was squeezed between the ISAF chain 
of command and Norwegian political guidelines. 
Chapter 8 discusses this in more detail.

Parallel to the introduction of COIN, 
McChrystal requested an increase in the military 
effort. This could be seen as paradoxical, given 
the importance ISAF was now attaching to civilian 
efforts in the stabilisation of Afghanistan. Presi-
dent Obama was willing to increase troop num-
bers significantly and to employ more drones and 
special forces. He balanced this by setting a spe-
cific date for drawdown and withdrawal. Obama’s 
new strategy stressed the objectives of the Bonn 
Agreement to promote the responsibility of 
Afghans for their own development. Instead of 
relying on a long-term presence based on a com-
prehensive civil–military strategy, Obama chose a 
shorter transitional phase, when responsibility for 
security would be transferred to the Afghans. This 
decision was one of the factors that led ISAF to 
intensify its war effort in the time that was left. 
The downscaling of ambitions for state-building 
began in 2009. In November 2010 these were for-
malised at the NATO summit in Lisbon with the 
decision to terminate ISAF by the end of 2014. 

Obama’s strategy was in lieu of the politically 
impossible alternative: a strong US presence for 
an open-ended period. The truncated amount of 
time undermined McChrystal’s approach, as well 
as the faith of Afghans in the international com-
munity’s long-term commitment to their country. 
Obama’s announcement of the exit strategy was 

viewed by many as a strategic blunder that gave 
the enemy the upper hand. The Afghan people 
had little confidence that the government in Kabul 
could stop the Taliban on its own. 

3.5.5 Pakistan and regional dimensions 
Alongside the new counter-insurgency strategy, 
newly appointed US Special Representative for 
Pakistan and Afghanistan Richard Holbrooke pre-
sented an approach in the spring of 2009 that 
emphasised the interconnections between devel-
opments in Afghanistan and Pakistan. The US ‘Af-
Pak’ strategy emphasised that both Pakistan and 
other countries in the region had influence in 
Afghanistan, but it laid out few specifics as to how 
the downward-spiralling security situation should 
be handled.102 Both Pakistan and Afghanistan 
were highly sceptical of the new US scheme.103 It 
became difficult for the US to adhere to its stated 
intention of Afghan ownership while at the same 
time seeking a tighter grip on the region’s political 
development. After harsh criticism from its own 
ranks (including the US Congress), Pakistani 
authorities and others, the Obama administration 
stopped using the term ‘Af-Pak’.104 The shift in US 
policy, however, did focus greater international 
attention on the significance of the regional 
dimension, not least the existence of Taliban 
bases in Pakistan. 

Like many other countries, Norway appointed 
a special representative for Afghanistan and Paki-
stan who could participate in the group headed by 
Richard Holbrooke.105 The Norwegian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs had emphasised from the start 
of the international engagement that Afghani-
stan’s neighbours, including Pakistan, were cru-
cial to peaceful development.106 

Figure 3.6 General Stanley McChrystal assumed 
ISAF command in June 2009 and introduced COIN, a 
new counter-insurgency plan. He is seen here at a 
November 2009 meeting with Norwegian Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Jonas Gahr Støre. 
Photo: Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

102 Norwegian Delegation to NATO, ‘Afghanistan. Rådsmøte 
med Richard Holbrooke’ [Afghanistan. Council meeting 
with Richard Holbrooke], 24 March 2009. 

103 Norwegian Embassy in Washington, ‘Pakistanske og afg-
hanske delegasjoner i Washington, samtaler med [kan ikke 
offentliggjøres]’ [Pakistani and Afghan delegations in Was-
hington, talks with (identity cannot be disclosed)], 4 March 
2009. 

104 For a review of how different groups received the strategy, 
see Aprajita Kashyap, ‘Af-Pak strategy – a survey of litera-
ture’, IPCS Special Report, July 2009. The term was used in 
Norway as well – e.g. already in 2008 the Ministry of Fore-
ign Affairs had a section called the Af-Pak section. 

105 The UK also promoted this approach. See Sherard Cowper-
Coles, Cables from Kabul: The Inside Story of the West's Afg-
hanistan Campaign, London: Harper Press, 2012, Chapter 
21 in particular. 

106 Commission hearing, 17 August 2015. 
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In 2008 the Ministry established a Section for 
Afghanistan and Pakistan to coordinate policy vis-
à-vis the two countries and to strengthen regional 
expertise.107 From 2009 it began a more system-
atic review of the need for a strategic approach to 
the regional dimension and the possibility of a 
Norwegian role in a broader regional political pro-
cess. It sought to obtain an overview of regional 
cooperation projects, commissioned research 
reports on the regional dimension and organised 
several seminars in the region for employees 
posted to the embassies and in the Ministry in 
Oslo.108 

The suggestions for Norwegian regional 
engagement included serving in an advisory 
capacity on regional dimensions in Afghan energy 
policy, promoting cooperation between the 
region’s civil society actors (e.g. journalists and 
human rights activists), facilitating religious dia-
logue and promoting the importance of the 
regional dimension, such as in the discussion 
about UNAMA’s mandate.109 Norway’s engage-
ment in a regional context is discussed in 
Chapter 9.

3.5.6 Elections and increased doubt about 
the democratic project 

Relations between President Karzai and western 
leaders, particularly President Obama, gradually 
deteriorated. This was due in part to Karzai’s pres-
sured situation on his home turf, with deepening 
domestic criticism of his leadership style and his 
dependence on western support. The growing 
civilian casualties meant additional strain. More 
and more Afghans came to view the international 

presence as a form of occupation. Doubts as to 
whether a successful state-building project was 
even possible spread among the countries 
engaged in military and civilian activities in 
Afghanistan. 

Every election in Afghanistan has involved 
major security challenges, practical problems and 
accusations of rigging and fraudulent electoral 
institutions. Some have asked why so many 
resources were invested in elections before insti-
tutions that could foster democratic development 
were in place. Elections were a key component of 
the Bonn Agreement. They took place quickly and 
the very fact that they were held at all added to 
the impression that development was proceeding 
in the right direction. Many western governments 
viewed it as politically untenable not to hold them 
in such an ambitious state-building project. Elec-
tions were considered the litmus test for success 
and donors were therefore generous in their 
financial support. In fact, a great deal of interna-
tional capital and energy was tied up in the elec-
tions. 

In a setting with unclear electoral rules and a 
resistance by Karzai to election reform, electoral 
institutions that were supported by international 
donors were exploited by political actors to manip-
ulate election results in their own favour. The UN 
and other international actors were caught up in 
these complex power struggles and the UN was 
forced into negotiating between various candi-
dates. Thus, electoral processes driven by a west-
ern, short-term agenda exacerbated ethnic lines 
of conflict and eventually increased distrust in 
both the international community and in elections 
per se. The Norwegian authorities, like many 
other international authorities, were largely spec-
tators to the abuse of the electoral rules by Afghan 
actors. The Norwegian Embassy in Kabul 
reported on these conditions and participated in 
many donor meetings and coordination meetings 
to find ways to seek solutions. In the end, how-
ever, only the US could impose any require-
ments.110 

107 Memorandum from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the 
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tion, PRIO, 2010.
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andum from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Center for 
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ning forenlig?’ [Afghanistan. Are elections and reconcilia-
tion compatible?], 3 May 2013; ‘Vedr. Afghanistan. Valg. 
Alvorlig situasjon etter offentliggjøring av foreløpig valgre-
sultat’ [Re: Afghanistan. Election. Serious situation after 
announcement of preliminary election results], 8 July 2014. 
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3.6 Fourth phase: Afghan ownership, 
exit strategy and attempts at 
reconciliation 

In the fourth phase (2010–2014) the international 
community tempered its ambitions. Serious 
fatigue was affecting many allied forces. The pop-
ulations of ISAF-contributing countries were 
weary of war and the 2008 financial crisis in 
Europe had led to major cutbacks in European 
national budgets. These factors, along with Presi-
dent Obama’s decision to gradually withdraw 
troops up to the termination of ISAF in 2014, led to 
accelerated efforts to build up Afghan security 
forces. These personnel were to take responsibil-
ity for safeguarding security in their country, 
thereby facilitating further state-building. 

The donor-country meetings in London and 
Kabul in the summer of 2010, together with the 
NATO summit in Lisbon in November of the same 
year, marked the start of the transition process. 
This process was intended to transfer responsibil-
ity for Afghan security and development to Afghan 
authorities. The NATO members and ISAF coun-
tries decided to terminate ISAF at the end of 2014. 
The US stressed the importance of a ‘strategic 
partnership’ established through more formalised 
cooperation with Afghan authorities.111 Even 
though the declaration from the NATO summit in 
Lisbon stated that ISAF’s drawdown should be 
based on certain criteria and not the pressure of 
time, the primary factor driving the process was 
the ISAF termination date set by the US. 

Building up the competence and abilities of 
Afghan authorities, both militarily and on the civil-
ian side, was the main focus at meetings held by 
the NATO defence minister and at the major 
donor conferences. This was nothing new: the 
Bonn Agreement of 2001 stressed the importance 
of Afghan ownership with regard to security; 
NATO’s role in training the Afghan security forces 
had been highlighted as an Alliance priority at the 
Riga summit in 2006; and at the summit in Bucha-
rest two years later, the Alliance had once again 
agreed that training Afghan forces was a key pri-
ority. Nonetheless, large-scale training processes 
were not started in earnest until President Obama 

had set a withdrawal date and the US itself took 
the main responsibility for it. Among other activi-
ties, NATO launched its own training effort, 
Training Mission – Afghanistan (NTM-A), which 
took over most of the US training programme, 
Combined Security Transition Command – 
Afghanistan (CSTC-A). Time constraints did not 
allow for adequate transfer of knowledge and 
training, including on the civilian side. The gen-
eral level of education in Afghanistan is low. Many 
of the recruits were illiterate, making training 
even more difficult. Success soon came to be mea-
sured in the number of soldiers, and the training 
for the common soldier lasted only a few weeks 
(see Chapter 8). 

3.6.1 Norwegian exit 
In his 2010 address to the Storting on Afghani-
stan, Minister of Foreign Affairs Støre empha-
sised the need for realistic expectations and a 
long-term civilian presence. Norwegian objectives 
for Afghanistan’s development were tempered. 
Minister Støre said that since the Norwegian 
authorities had been regularly pointing out the 
many challenges to be faced in Afghanistan 
throughout the engagement period, the changes 
entailed in Obama’s exit strategy presented no big 
surprises. Norwegian policy continued much as 
before, with some adjustments. The major 
changes were primarily on the military side, 
involving the gradual withdrawal of Norwegian 
soldiers. 

The Norwegian military drawdown in this 
period was carried out in two rounds. The first, in 
2010–2011, saw a reduction in Norwegian partici-
pation in combat operations. This was in keeping 
with ISAF plans and was the result of a new distri-
bution of tasks to Latvian forces in the PRT. It also 
reflected Norway’s desire to take fewer risks. In 
2010 five Norwegian soldiers lost their lives in 
Faryab. This was half the total number of Norwe-
gian fatalities for the entire engagement in 
Afghanistan. Norwegian presence in the unstable 
Ghormach district was also withdrawn. During 
this time, the Norwegian military emphasised 
mentoring and training of the Afghan security 
forces.112 

The second round of military withdrawal, 
which took place in 2012–2014, was mainly a geo-

111 Norwegian Embassy in Washington, ‘USA. Høyprofilert 
besøk av president Karzai til Washington 10–14 mai’ [US. 
High-profile visit of President Karzai to Washington 10–14 
May], 10 May 2010 and memorandum from the Ministry of 
Defence to the Minister of Defence, ‘Kabul-konferansen-
den videre prosessen for afghansk ansvarsovertakelse’ 
[Kabul conference: the process ahead for Afghan takeover 
of responsiblity], 6 August 2006. 

112 Memorandum from the Ministry of Defence to the Minis-
ter of Defence, ‘Afghanistan. Rammeverk for overføring av 
ansvaret til afghanske sikkerhetsstyrker’ [Afghanistan. Fra-
mework for transfer of responsibility to Afghan security for-
ces], 6 May 2014. 
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graphical drawdown, first from Faryab and then 
from Mazar-i-Sharif. Norway’s military presence 
was limited to Kabul from the summer of 2014. As 
was the case in many other PRTs, the Norwegian 
withdrawal from Faryab was carried out more in 
response to time pressure than to the suitability of 
the conditions themselves. Nor did Norway have 
any desire to remain alone in ‘its’ province if the 
surrounding PRTs were shut down. 

The Norwegian PRT in Meymaneh, Faryab, 
was disbanded on 1 October 2012. Norway’s prin-
cipal remaining contribution in 2014 was the spe-
cial forces in Kabul. The police advisory team in 
Mazar-i-Sharif was disbanded in mid-2014, at 
which time the Norwegian Camp Nidaros was 
closed down. A small national command and sup-
port element was transferred from Mazar-i-Sharif 
to Kabul in the first half of 2014 and Norwegian 
forces continued to train Afghan security forces in 
Kabul throughout 2015. In addition, Norway con-
tributed various small-scale support functions. 
When the ISAF operation was terminated at the 
end of 2014, it was succeed by the Resolute Sup-
port Mission (RSM). Norway provided roughly 75 
personnel to RSM, with activities concentrated in 
the Kabul area. 

It was important for the Norwegian authorities 
to stress that even though the military effort was 
being curtailed, the civilian effort was to be main-
tained at the same level. Norway committed to 
providing long-term development aid in the strate-
gic partnership agreement it signed with Afghani-
stan in 2013. The agreement included a Norwe-
gian pledge to maintain its allocation of NOK 750 
million (USD 119 million) in aid annually until 
2017, while Afghan authorities took on a greater 
responsibility for the administrative follow-up of 
Norwegian development assistance in Afghani-
stan. Chapters 6 and 7 describe this in more 
detail. It was important to signal the political will 
to assist Afghanistan in order to prevent further 
political instability in the country. There were con-
cerns, however, regarding how civilian support 
could continue if Afghan security forces were not 
capable of providing protection. Although Nor-
way’s development aid allocation remained at 
NOK 750 million (USD 119 million) after 2014, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs began planning for 
reduction of its embassy staff as early as 2011. 

The withdrawal of international troops was the 
backdrop for the downsizing also of most of the 
international embassies, including Norway’s. The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs reduced the size and 
competence of the staff on the ground, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 6. This made it even more diffi-

cult to follow up Norwegian-funded projects and 
programmes and to influence the development aid 
agenda at the local level. It also meant reduced 
Norwegian engagement in Kabul. Afghanistan 
was no longer being given political priority in Nor-
way or in other western countries, and other secu-
rity policy challenges, particularly in the Middle 
East, took precedence on the political agenda. 

The transition period gave Norwegian authori-
ties an opportunity to refine mechanisms and pro-
cesses for a political dialogue between the Taliban 
and the Afghan government. Norway had been 
working since 2007 to facilitate a potential peace 
process. This is described in more detail in 
Chapter 9. After the January 2010 London confer-
ence and ahead of the Kabul conference in June of 
the same year, Minister of Foreign Affairs Støre 
called upon the British, French, Dutch, German, 
Danish, Icelandic, Swedish, Turkish and Finnish 
foreign ministers to establish a dialogue with 
Afghan authorities and regional actors towards 
peace.113 He asked the UN to lead this effort 
while the Norwegian authorities worked behind 
the scenes. The Afghan High Peace Council, con-
sisting of leading warlords, tribal leaders and oth-
ers who had agreed to negotiate with insurgents, 
was associated with many, albeit mostly failed, 
attempts to bring the parties to the table. At this 

113 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Afghanistan. Letter from 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Jonas Gahr Støre’ dated 17 
March 2010. 

Figure 3.7 On 11 September 2012 Brigadier General 
Noor Mohammad Hamid, Chief of Defence Harald 
Sunde, Minister of Foreign Affairs Espen Barth Eide 
and Governor Ahmed Faizal Begzaad signed an 
agreement for the Afghan takeover of the 
Norwegian-led PRT camp in Meymaneh, Faryab 
province. 
Photo: Stian Lysberg Solum/Norwegian Armed Forces 
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point, peace talks were also a subject that Norwe-
gian diplomats brought up frequently with the US 
administration. In 2010 the signals from the US 
were mixed, but in the wake of a counter-insur-
gency strategy that did not work and a war-weary 
public at home, US authorities became increas-
ingly interested in finding a negotiated end to the 
conflict.114 

The rest of Norway’s civilian effort in the 
period was largely focused on consolidating an aid 
portfolio that was spread across very many areas. 
In addition, Norwegian diplomats were working 
to concentrate activities in order to strengthen the 
control of Afghan authorities over aid funds. In the 
lead-up to the Tokyo (II, see chapter 6) donor con-
ference in 2012, Norwegian diplomats sought a 
greater role for Afghan authorities in designing a 
joint plan for future development aid than had 
been the case at previous conferences of this 
nature. The agreement reached in Tokyo stressed 
mutual obligations between the Afghan authori-
ties and international donors more widely than 
before. The Afghan authorities committed to 
implementing reforms in free elections, public 
financial management, the banking sector, 
women’s and human rights, and development. In 
return international donors were to ensure better 
aid effectiveness and donor coordination by chan-
nelling 50 per cent of aid funding through the 
Afghan national budget and 80 per cent of their 
aid in accordance with Afghan national priori-
ties.115 

3.7 Afghanistan at the end of 2014 

2014 marked the conclusion of the transition pro-
cess. ISAF was terminated at the end of the year 
and responsibility formally transferred to Afghan 
security forces. The new NATO-led Resolute Sup-

port Mission (RSM) was to train, advise and assist 
Afghan forces, but not participate in combat. 
Afghan forces themselves were now responsible 
for security. 

From a peak of 130,000 ISAF troops in 2011, 
roughly 12,000 RSM soldiers remained. Interna-
tional strategic and operational support for Afghan 
security forces was also substantially reduced 
from January 2015 onwards. However, the secu-
rity forces at the end of 2014 were marked by 
weak leadership, corruption, inadequate funding 
and divisions based on ethnicity or interest group 
solidarity. The security sector was still politicised, 
with unclear distinctions between militias and offi-
cial Afghan security forces.116 Corruption cheated 
many soldiers out of their pay and added to prob-
lems of desertion and defection to insurgency 
forces. Coupled with the high casualty rate, this 
weakened the will to fight and raised questions 
about future recruitment.117 Yet Afghan security 
forces have made significant progress at the tacti-
cal level, despite being poorly equipped. Certain 
units, such as the Crisis Response Unit 222 (CRU 
222) discussed in Chapter 5, function well, 
although their leadership structure and logistics 
are fragile. 

In 2014 the insurgency was stronger than at 
any time since 2001. The Taliban carried out 
large-scale ground offensives and increased their 
territorial control. At the same time, however, the 
insurgency was becoming steadily more frag-
mented, with different local and international 
groups participating. The UN counted over 10,000 
killed or wounded civilians in 2015, the highest 
tally since the UN began keeping statistics in 
2008.118 In 2015 over 150,000 Afghans fled the 
country due to high levels of conflict or threats, 
and over 800,000 Afghans were listed as internally 
displaced.119 According to a survey carried out by 
the Asian Foundation, two out of three Afghans 
said they feared for their own safety.120 

In 2014 Afghanistan held its third presidential 
election since 2001. Afghans were entirely respon-
sible for all aspects of the election, including secu-
rity. As with previous elections, this one was also 

114 Norwegian Embassy in Washington, ‘USA. Møte med 
Ambassadør Kalidzad om Afghanistan/Pakistan’ [US. Mee-
ting with Ambassador Kalidzad on Afghanistan/Pakistan], 
20 September 2010; ‘Afghanistan. Møte med National 
Security Council’ [Afghanistan. Meeting with National 
Security Council], 10 November 2010; ‘USA. Høyprofilert 
besøk av president Karzai til Washington 10–14 mai’ [US. 
High-profile visit of President Karzai to Washington 10–14 
May], 10 May 2010; memorandum from the Ministry of 
Defence to the Minister of Defence, ‘Kabul-konferansen – 
den videre prosessen for afghanske ansvarsovertakelse’ 
[The Kabul conference – the process ahead for Afghan 
takeover of responsibility], 6 August 2006. 

115 The strategy builds upon the previous Afghan National 
Development Strategy (ANDS) and National Priority Pro-
grammes (NPPs), drawn up for the 2010 conferences in 
London and Kabul. 

116 Antonio Giustozzi & Peter Quentin, The Afghan National 
Army: Sustainability Challenges beyond Financial Aspects, 
Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, February 2014, 
p. 37.

117 Ibid., p. 1.
118 UNAMA & OHCHR, Afghanistan – Annual Report 2014 

Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, February 2015. 
119 UNHCR, Afghanistan Monthly IDP Update, December 2014. 
120 The Asian Foundation, Afghanistan in 2015 – A Survey of 

the Afghan People, 17 November 2015, p. 34. 
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beset by accusations of fraud, as well as major 
security challenges. After months of impasse 
between the two principal candidates, Abdullah 
Abdullah and Ashraf Ghani, the US Secretary of 
State intervened and put heavy pressure on the 
parties to agree a solution. Ashraf Ghani’s acces-
sion to the presidency on 29 September 2014 was 
the first peaceful transfer of executive power in 
modern Afghan history. Abdullah Abdullah 
assumed a newly established position as Chief 
Executive (effectively, Prime Minister, although 
this position does not exist in the Afghan constitu-
tion). 

The 2014 presidential election can be viewed 
as a step towards democracy. However, it was also 
an election that once again revealed institutional 
weaknesses, such as electoral fraud and corrup-
tion.121 The establishment of the National Unity 
Government prevented political collapse, but at 
the same time created a new power structure with 
unclear divisions of responsibility and without a 
constitutional basis. This immediately resulted in 
internal power struggles for positions in the gov-
ernment and on policy.122 It also paved the way for 
a renegotiation of the principles for power-shar-
ing. According to the 2014 agreement, a Loya 
Jirga would be held in the course of 2016 to decide 
whether the position of Prime Minister should be 
constitutionalised, thereby limiting the presiden-
tial powers as defined by the constitution adopted 
in 2004.123 

Thirteen years of development aid have 
yielded some results. As pointed out in Chapters 5 
and 6, the infrastructure, as well as access to 
health care services, education and food, was 
vastly improved by 2014 in comparison to 2001. 
Life expectancy and literacy skills had increased 
and maternal and child mortality were signifi-
cantly lower. Economic growth had lifted many 
Afghans out of poverty. However, the growth was 
unequally distributed, and much of it was due to 
the western presence. The withdrawal of interna-
tional forces, together with the political instability, 
led to a dramatic drop in economic growth in 2014 
to under two per cent.124 From the middle of the 

previous decade to 2014, the proportion of the 
population living below the poverty line increased 
from 36 to 39 per cent, and the gap between rich 
and poor widened.125 Pressure on the labour mar-
ket grew, due in part to an extremely young popu-
lation (half of Afghans are under sixteen years of 
age). There are still large differences in develop-
ment and living standards between urban and 
rural areas, and life in the villages is marked by 
poor infrastructure and a lack of fundamental ser-
vices. 

In 2014 Afghanistan had an active network of 
civil society organisations working for human 
rights and a free press. Women participated in pol-
itics, civil society and working life. Progress could 
be easily derailed, however, and there were con-
cerns throughout Afghan society about the ramifi-
cations of the comprehensive international mili-
tary withdrawal and diminishing aid funding. 

Afghanistan at the end of 2014 was still one of 
the world’s most aid-dependent countries. 
Reduced economic growth further weakened the 
state’s capacity to collect revenues. The abun-
dance of international development aid had cre-
ated new lines of conflict and elites and gave rise 
to serious corruption. The formal institutions, 
including the legal institutions, were weak. 

Nearly two years after the end of the period 
assessed by the Commission, the situation 
remains highly uncertain. The National Unity 
Government is fragile and the political opposition 
is increasingly fragmented but still openly critical. 
Economic growth remains low, although 
improved follow-up by the tax and customs 
authorities has increased revenues. At the same 
time, some 70 per cent of government expendi-
ture is still financed by international donors.126

Unemployment is rising and roughly four million 
young people will be entering the labour market 
by 2020.127 

In many parts of Afghanistan the security situ-
ation is so difficult that international and local aid 
workers, diplomats and Afghan government offi-
cials cannot reach the people. The Afghan secu-
rity forces sustain losses daily and are unable to 
maintain their desired strength. To face the grow-

121 Noha Coburn, ‘Afghanistan: The 2014 Vote and the Trou-
bled Future of Elections’, Chatham House, March 2015. 

122 Thomas Ruttig, Kate Clark and Obaid Ali, ‘104 days without 
a government – and counting: the national mood sours’, 
Afghanistan Analysts Network, 9 January 2015.

123 International Crisis Group, Afghanistan’s political Transi-
tion, Crisis Group Asia Report No. 260, 16 October 2014, 
p. 2. 

124 William Byrd, ‘Economic management in Afghanistan – 
What Worked, What Didn’t, and Why?’, Afghanistan Analyst 
Network, January 2015, p. 2. 

125 Central Statistics Organisation, Afghanistan Living Condi-
tion Survey 2013–2014. National Risk and Vulnerability 
Assessment, Kabul, 2016, p. xxxi. 

126 UNAMA, Briefing to the United Security Council by the 
Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan, 
Mr Nicholas Haysom, 15 March 2016. 

127 Central Statistics Organisation, Afghanistan Living Condi-
tion Survey 2013–2014. National Risk and Vulnerability 
Assessment, Kabul, 2016, p. xxix. 



Official Norwegian Reports NOU 2016: 8 47
A Good Ally: Norway in Afghanistan 2001–2014 Chapter 3
ing insurgency, the authorities are expanding 
their cooperation with armed militias.128 The Tali-
ban have taken control of several areas. Al-Qaeda 

is still present and the so-called Islamic State (IS 
or Daesh) has established itself in the country, 
although its extent is unclear. At the same time, 
some international actors and Afghan authorities 
are working to promote dialogue with the Taliban. 128 General Assembly Security Council, The situation in Afgha-

nistan and its implications for international peace and 
security, 7 March 2016, p. 5. 

Box 3.1 Migration from Afghanistan 
In the 1980s and 1990s, Afghans constituted the 
world’s largest group of refugees. Since 2001 
over five million refugees have returned to the 
country. After ten years of international pres-
ence, however, out-migration rose once again. In 
2015 this was characterised as an ‘exodus’; in 
Europe alone, 213,000 Afghan asylum-seekers 
were registered in the course of the year, form-
ing the second-largest group after Syrians. In 
addition to the roughly three million Afghans 
legally registered in Pakistan and Iran, an esti-
mated 2.5 million Afghans reside illegally in 
these two neighbouring countries. 

Both the ongoing conflict and the lack of eco-
nomic opportunities are causes of this migra-
tion. Most of those who are fleeing the country 
now are young people or families with poor pros-
pects in Afghanistan. But highly educated 
Afghans in well-paid positions are also leaving, 
draining the country of valuable human 

resources. In the autumn of 2015 Afghan author-
ities launched a campaign in which President 
Ghani, together with other prominent leaders 
including Karzai, asked young people to remain 
to build their country. 

In 2015 over 12,000 Afghans were living in 
Norway, most of whom were granted residency 
after 2001. In 2015 another 6,987 Afghans 
applied for asylum, the highest number ever. 
Half of these applicants were unaccompanied 
minors.

Sources: Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI), 
‘Informasjonsnotat om asylsøkere fra Afghanistan (2015)’ 
[Information memorandum on asylum-seekers from Afghan-
istan (2015)], 2015; Frud Bezhan, ‘Afghanistan Tries To Stem 
Tide of Migration ‘Brain-drain’’, Radio Free Europe, 22 Sep-
tember 2015; Thomas Ruttig, ‘An ‘Afghan Exodus’ (1): Fact, 
figures and trends’, Afghanistan Analyst Network, 14 Novem-
ber 2015; International Organization for Migration, IOM 
Afghanistan Out-Migration Response, December 2015.
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Chapter 4  
Norway’s military effort 

Norway’s first military contributions to Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom (OEF) were designed to 
assist in the ‘war on terror’. While the task of 
most Norwegian units in Afghanistan and all 
Norwegian units in the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) was to support state-
building by helping to safeguard security, pro-
moting state-building was not the primary objec-
tive of the Norwegian decision to deploy forces. 
What was most important was to support the US 
and NATO. 

During the period 2001–2014 many factors 
influenced Norway’s decisions as to which mili-
tary units to deploy to Afghanistan and for how 
long. The force requirements for the operations 
were important. This was weighed against costs 
and the units’ quality, availability, sustainability 
and security. The Norwegian government in turn 
evaluated these military and economic assess-
ments in light of Norway’s traditional emphasis on 
close security relations with the US and NATO, as 
well as against other political interests and consid-
erations. 

Norway’s military effort may be termed ‘con-
tribution warfare’, whereby Norway provided vari-
ous contributions to OEF and ISAF largely with-
out any underlying independent, long-term strat-
egy other than the established national security 
policy principle that Norway should be a good ally. 
As discussed in Chapter 3, the strategy underly-
ing the international effort was primarily formu-
lated by Washington, the US Central Command 
(USCENTCOM) and ISAF headquarters. The 
Norwegian authorities had views regarding cer-
tain aspects of this, but Norway and other smaller-
scale contributors mainly limited themselves to 
furnishing military ‘building blocks’ for the US-
driven strategy that guided the operations. The 
government remained mostly free to make the 
choice regarding which building blocks Norway 
would make available. 

This chapter describes the Norwegian mili-
tary forces that took part in the operations in 
Afghanistan and that are not covered themati-

cally in Chapters 5 and 8. It deals with Norwe-
gian contributions to OEF and ISAF mainly up to 
2006, when Faryab became Norway’s primary 
engagement area, and analyses the factors that 
played a role in determining the Norwegian con-
tributions. 

4.1 Start-up phase: OEF and bilateral 
requests from the US 

The initial phase after 11 September was one of 
great uncertainty. Like many other NATO allies, 
Norway at first took a ‘wait-and-see’ approach. 
NATO’s operational role was as yet undeter-
mined, and it took time before the US made spe-
cific requests for military forces to deploy to 
Afghanistan. 

It was clear that a forceful military response to 
the 11 September attacks would come. There was 
nothing automatic about how the US would 
respond, however, or whether US authorities 
would emphasise bringing its allies on board. Nor 
was it inconceivable that the US would ask to be 
relieved in other places, such as the Balkans, in 
order to free up its own resources to combat inter-
national terror. 

Based on experience from Operation Allied 
Force against Serbia in 1999, where the general 
view was that Norway had not been able to pro-
vide relevant forces rapidly enough, the Norwe-
gian Chief of Defence, just two days after the 11 
September attacks, compiled an initial overview of 
what Norway could provide militarily in case a 
request should come.1 It emerged that the mili-
tary had few forces that could deploy quickly. 
These were limited to fighter aircraft from the air 
force rapid reaction force, army infantry units for 
potential engagement in the Balkans, minesweep-
ers and fast patrol boats for security and guard 
duties in the Persian Gulf, and special forces, 

1 Commission hearing, 17 September 2015. 
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explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) and intelli-
gence teams.2

The US-led attack on Afghanistan was launched 
on 7 October 2001. The US had already requested 
on 3 October 2001 general support from NATO, 
including intelligence-sharing and overflight per-
mission.3 The US did not want a NATO operation 
against Afghanistan, but emphasised its desire for 
bilateral support from NATO allies. On 30 Octo-
ber the Norwegian authorities received a letter 
from the US Embassy in Oslo, in which the US 
authorities thanked Norway in general terms for 
‘Norway’s proactive planning in anticipation of our 
needs’. The letter also stated that, through mili-
tary channels, the US had invited Norway to visit 
USCENTCOM in Tampa for the purpose of identi-
fying possible Norwegian contributions. 

In order to further clarify US needs, a Norwe-
gian delegation was sent to Tampa on 5 November. 
Eighteen countries already had permanent repre-
sentatives in USCENTCOM and it was clearly 
expected that Norway, too, would establish a per-
manent delegation.4 Norway was participating at 
this time in the NATO maritime operation Active 
Endeavour in the eastern Mediterranean Sea and 
in Operation Eagle Assist, which monitored US air-
space with NATO airborne surveillance. Both oper-
ations were launched in response to the attacks of 
11 September.

The first US request for military contributions 
from Norway arrived in mid-November. It asked 
for support for humanitarian efforts, particularly 
air support, including logistical and airspace con-
trol.5 Norway – in contrast to thirteen other coun-
tries, ten of which were NATO member countries 
– had not yet specified a list of forces it was willing 
to offer the US.6 

At that point in time, the Norwegian armed 
forces were undergoing a demanding restructur-

ing. Proposition no. 45 (2000–2001) to the Storting 
(Norwegian parliament) of February 2001, 
‘Restructuring the armed forces 2002–2005’, 
stated that ‘the armed forces are facing a profound 
and persistent structural crisis’.7 Consequently, 
military enthusiasm for new, costly operations on 
foreign soil, in addition to those already taking 
place in the Balkans, was quite low. 

Among the armed forces’ most elite units 
there was also uncertainty as to what the situation 
required. Colonel Karl Egil Hanevik, who was at 
that time the commander of one of the units (the 
Army Ranger Commando) that would be heavily 
involved in Afghanistan, was initially sceptical 
about sending Norwegian special forces to 
Afghanistan: 

‘I had my doubts. No commander wants to 
endanger his soldiers … I certainly wouldn’t be 
one of those pushing the political and military 
leadership for deployment to happen.’8

The US request for contributions to the UN 
humanitarian operations thus provided an oppor-
tune opening for Norwegian participation.9 For 
the Ministry of Defence, however, this was an 
insufficient demonstration of support in relation 
to expectations and was therefore a cause for con-
cern. Compared to key allies, Norway was late in 
offering to contribute. As discussed in Chapter 3, 
the Department of Security Policy at the Ministry 
of Defence expressed concern even before the 
change of government, in a memorandum dated 
15 October 2001.10 In a memorandum dated 22 
November 2001 to the new government, this mes-
sage was conveyed more strongly. The Ministry 
wrote that the lack of a specific offer of a military 

2 Memorandum from Ministry of Defence II (second depart-
ment, security policy) to Minister of Defence, ‘Møte i regje-
ringens sikkerhetsutvalg – momenter’ [Meeting of the 
Government’s Security Council – main points], 16 Septem-
ber 2001. 

3 Message from Norwegian Delegation to NATO to Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence, ‘Terrorisme. 
Amerikanske anmodninger. Utkast til rådsbeslutninger’ 
[Terrorism. US requests. Draft of Council decisions], 3 
October 2001.

4 Memorandum from Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to Minister of Defence, ‘Referat fra samtaler med 
US Central Command, Tampa, Florida, USA’ [Summary of 
talks with US Central Command, Tampa, Florida, US], 8 
November 2001. 

5 Message from Ministry of Defence to Defence High 
Command, ‘Afghanistan – anmodning fra USA om militære 
bidrag’ [Afghanistan: US request for military contributi-
ons], 19 November 2001. 

6 Memorandum from Department of Security Policy at 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Secretary General of Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs, ‘Afghanistan. Innmeldte militære 
bidrag’ [Afghanistan. Declared military contributions], 20 
November 2001. 

7 Proposition no. 45 (2000–2001) to the Storting, p. 6.
8 Quoted in John Inge Hammersmark, ‘Utviklingen av nor-

ske spesialstyrker’ [The development of Norwegian special 
forces], Master’s thesis at Norwegian Defence University 
College, 2010, p. 52.

9 Memorandum from Defence High Command to Ministry 
of Defence, ‘Afghanistan – anmodning fra USA om mulige 
militære bidrag til en humanitær operasjon [Afghanistan: 
US request for potential military contributions to a humani-
tarian operation], 21 November 2001. 

10 Memorandum from Ministry of Defence II (security 
policy) to Minister of Defence, ‘Mulig norsk ubåtstøtte til 
stanavformed/stanavforlant [Possible Norwegian subma-
rine support for Standing Naval Force Mediterranean 
(STANAVFORMED)/Standing Naval Force Atlantic (STA-
NAVFORLANT)], 15 October 2001.
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