GUEST EDITORIAL: STATE NEWSPAPER
BIO:  Lt. Colonel Bill Connor, SCARNG is a Columbia attorney who recently returned from service in Southern Afghanistan as an Infantry officer.  While deployed, he was the senior US advisor to Afghan Forces in Helmand Province and served with Prince Harry in combat.
ARTICLE: The Way Forward in Afghanistan
	Having recently returned from Afghanistan and now watching news reports of the increasing violence in that war-torn land, I thought it appropriate to offer some observations and recommendations.  My posting was in the Southern Region, initially as the regional operations officer establishing the new police advisory mission.  I later moved to Helmand Province to work with the British as the senior US advisor to Afghan Forces under the Ministry of the Interior.  
The Southern Region is the “heartland” of the Taliban movement (Mullah Omar never moved his personal headquarters from Kandahar City, even after the Taliban seized Kabul in the 1996) and incurs about 60% of insurgent violence.  This region holds psychological significance beyond what a map might indicate (it is only 1 of 5 regions in the country and Kabul is to the north) due to the historic connection of the Taliban and Al Qaeda.  It is the key to defeating the insurgency and winning the war in Afghanistan.  Therefore, I will focus my comments toward southern region issues.  
An important point to note before any criticism: the South Carolina National Guard made huge positive gains for the counter-insurgency in the southern region.  At the start of our deployment in May of 2007, Afghan police were being killed by the hundreds and many district centers were under siege while some fell.  With the embedding of US advisors, the situation changed dramatically.  With better resourcing, training, and advice/assistance in combat from South Carolina advisors, the Afghan police were able to hold their ground.  By the end of the summer, police deaths numbered in the tens and not hundreds.  Our South Carolina soldiers performed admirably, advising both police and Army units throughout the country.  That said:
Despite being the most violent and critical region in Afghanistan, the Southern Region has virtually non-existent “unity of command”.  Unity of command is critical to a counterinsurgency, as all efforts (advisory, humanitarian, conventional military, etc.) must tie together in a comprehensive strategy.  The Southern Region is under “International Security and Assistance Forces” (a combination of nations under NATO command) and therefore multinational to the extreme.  The commander of the southern region is usually British or Canadian, but must deal with a different national military and political agenda controlling each of the four provinces.  Each nation in ISAF maintains national “red cards” which prevent certain types of operations for their troops.  Additionally, a multiplicity of nations provide assistance within the provinces and regional headquarters.  On top of all, the advisory effort is sprinkled throughout the region but under a separate command from ISAF.  As advisors, we worked with ISAF national elements, as I worked with the British in practice, but maintained no formal command relationship to Provincial or Regional command.  
Recommendation:  The US should take over the Southern Region as a unified US command.  Currently the US has control of the 201st and 203rd regions east of Kabul.  In these regions, under unified US command and control with no national red cards, our forces have made tremendous progress.   We should consider moving the primary international ISAF force currently in the South to one of those two regions.   We could then move the US conventional troops south to link up with advisors.  This plan brings a number of political issues, as nations in the southern region have become attached to “their” province.  It will also be logistically difficult to rearrange the regional commands.  However, the coalition will not move forward until this happens.  It may hurt feelings, but in the end it will bring success for the overall counterinsurgency effort.
Another problem: We don’t have near the number of troops we need for the advisory effort and the advisory effort is the key to our eventual withdrawal from Afghanistan.  Just before arriving in Afghanistan, South Carolina was given the mission to train/advise police which was in addition to advising the Afghan Army.  However, the advisory command was not given the troops to help with this new mission.  By “pulling from hide” out of the Army effort, both the Army and Police advisory forces operated at around 50% strength throughout the country.  In most wartime circumstances, a unit below 70% strength would be pulled from the line as combat ineffective.  To give an example of the problem, this manning shortfall meant I had to run a Provincial level advisory effort with no staff or equipment.  It also meant only a small handful of teams, at minimum manning levels, to sprinkle throughout the province.  Throughout Afghanistan this became the norm for advisors.
I recommend taking risk by pulling conventional units from Iraq and beefing up the number of advisors in Afghanistan, particularly the Southern Region.  The bottom line is that we will not even begin to leave Afghanistan until the advisory effort is given the top priority it deserves.  Advisors are “economy of force”, in which a small number of troops can have a disproportionate effect when combined with native troops.  As the US Army is stretched, this will mean taking risk in Iraq.  However, with the resurgence of violence in Afghanistan with the success of the surge in Iraq it is time to take that risk. 
I want to again make clear the incredible service of the troops from South Carolina.  History will show these advisors to be the reason Afghans were able to keep Taliban forces from making substantial gains in the 2007 Summer offensive.  Let’s ensure it was not in vain.   
Bill Connor   
