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ISAF, Resolute Support y Daesh 

 

Abstract: 

The small remaining contingent of international troops in Afghanistan expected for 2015 and 

2016 will only be possible thanks to the previous development of the offensive known as 

Surge. Nevertheless, the current strategy to fight Daesh in Iraq is very similar to that 

developed in Afghanistan, except for a similar previous offensive. Throughout 2015, we will 

be able to know whether this is the appropriate strategy or if a strong international contingent 

of boots on the ground will be necessary in the end.  
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The end of ISAF and the beginning of resolute Daesh 

 

2014 has been a year full of uncertainty surrounding the ongoing participation of 

international actors in Afghanistan’s security and in the country’s construction 

process. The deep disagreements between the former president Karzai and the 

political and military authorities of those countries involved in the international 

missions operating in the region, and, most of all, the well founded doubts concerning 

the presidential succession process, have made this period particularly difficult, 

though it was expected to end on December 31st   2014.    

 

However, Western administrations and the “brand new” Afghan political elite shared 

the conviction that it would have been impossible to abruptly end the presence of 

international troops in the region due to both lack of readiness of the Afghan National 

Security Forces (ANSF), as well as to the remaining presence of a certain 

insurgency, weakened for sure, yet with strong and well documented resilience. In 

this way, throughout 2014, it was possible to start a process that was carried out in 

parallel with the Afghan political situation, which helped foresee the essential steps 

for the ISAF mission not to fail and to maintain the goals that have been achieved in 

the country in almost fifteen years of international mission and ground operations.   

 

Consequently, last May 27th, President Obama announced the continuation of the 

military operation that was already being carried out in Afghanistan beyond 2014, 

based on a bilateral agreement between the US and Afghan governments (the latter 

one was about to be formed), as well as between Afghanistan and NATO. This way, 

the probable previous rush in declaring the end of military operations by the end of 

2014 was corrected. With this new announcement, a new phase started. Moreover, it 

has been necessary to reconfigure the mission, design a new contingent and, as a 

very formal and symbolic objective, declare ISAF’s official end and the start on 

January 1st 2015 of what is known as Resolute Support. 

 

The complexity of the Afghan voting process did not make it easy to define this new 

mission. 

 

We must stress that, in this sense, after a long debate, president Ghani and Chief 

Executive Abdullah showed the charisma of real statesmen, which was displayed 

with their public embrace in Parliament on September 21st. This day, they agreed on 

the creation of a unity government1; a government that can mean the beginning of a 

                                                           
1
 David Corral Hernández, Elecciones en Afganistán, cuando las circunstancias obligan, IEEE, 29th 

September 2014, http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2014/DIEEEO110-

2014_EleccionesAfgnas_David_Corral.pdf 
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period of alternated authority between both of them, which is likely to secure a certain 

degree of stability during this crucial moment for the Afghan future. Writing a new 

constitution and restructuring the agreed system of administration both necessarily 

require a strong stability, in order to be successfully achieved. 

 

With new authorities taking office it was finally possible to sign the necessary 

agreements in order for the US and NATO to introduce Resolute Support: the new 

and different mission for Afghanistan.  

 

Resolute Support 

 

As it could not have been otherwise, the mission is essentially the continuation of 

ISAF. Nevertheless, it had suffered a substantial reduction and now focuses on a 

specific security area, so that the large efforts put in place in the previous years with 

the ANSF could be brought to an appropriate conclusion. Therefore, the objective of 

Resolute Support is to “balance training, consulting and assistance to Afghan military 

and security forces until these can independently shoulder the tasks assigned, 

without recurring to the help from foreign countries2”. 

 

Obviously, the design of the following operation is an opposite process to the 

strategy developed for ISAF: instead of an outward expansion from Kabul towards 

the surrounding provinces, the strategy takes into account the maintenance of 

maintaining fewer international forces dislocated in the different regions of the 

country during 2015, with the possibility of a later withdrawal to Kabul, before a finally 

leaving the country. Nevertheless, similarly to what happened during the 

“Afghanisation” process intensified from 2010 to 2014, there’s little doubt that this 

would require a permanent monitoring of the events, and probably a gradual rescale 

of the time frame according to the obtained results.  

 

We must not forget that, at the same time, operation Enduring Freedom ended, even 

though it is still being carried out thanks to the Afghan-US bilateral agreement, which 

had the objective of maintaining a hard nucleus of US military to fight terrorists in 

Afghanistan. If it previously involved about 10,000 men and an aviation contingent, 

which was necessary due to the nature and geography of the country, the plan 

contemplates its reduction by almost a half and a withdrawal to Kabul, also by the 

end of 20153. 

                                                           
2
 Ministerio de Defensa, Nota de Prensa, 31st December 2014, 

http://www.defensa.gob.es/gabinete/notasPrensa/2014/12/DGC-141231-incio-mision-otan-

afganistan.html 
3
  US Department of Defense, Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan, 
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Consequently the (approx.) 12,000 men involved in Resolute Support, deployed in 

Kabul and Band Bagram, Mazar-e Sharif, Herat, Kandahar and Laghman4, in addition 

to the already mentioned 10.000 men from the US mission, are considered enough to 

secure the ongoing transition process towards complete autonomy regarding the 

security of the Afghan people and the survival of Kabul’s government. Despite, this 

has to be carried out terrorist and insurgence attacks, both during the long voting 

process and in the time between the end of the previous missions and the beginning 

of the current ones, which have led to an increasing number of attacks and victims. 

 

Nevertheless, we must not forget that the current Afghan state of affairs has only 

been possible thanks to something that once was called Surge. This mission 

consisted of an increase of up to 40.000 units, mostly US soldiers, with the task of 

firmly fighting the insurgencies and defeating the Taliban, depriving them of the 

control of those regions in the country where their influence was stronger and from 

which they were receiving a great part of their economic and human resources. 

During this attack – the product of a new strategy developed throughout 2010, 2011 

and part of 2012 – the rebellion suffered substantial losses and lost the initiative that 

it was benefiting from in the previous years5. 

 

This consistent military effort was enough to begin with the guaranteed and paced 

transference of the country’s security responsibility to ANSF. It would be unthinkable 

to believe this could have been possible in the scenario given before Surge. 

Moreover, this allowed the massive exit of the international forces from Afghanistan 

and the planned presence for 2015 and upcoming years.  

 

Daesh and International Coalition 

 

If we compare the approach adopted as a response to the new threat IS represents, 

which is reflected in the current International Coalition with the previously mentioned 

Afghan process, we find that it operated with very similar and different parameters at 

the same time, mainly those related to the Iraq events. In fact, nowadays there is a 

similar strategy carried out to the one developed in Afghan territory since the 

beginning of 2010, though it is not the same.   

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

October 2014 
4
 NATO official webpage, http://www.nato.int/cps/da/natohq/topics_113694.htm 

5
 Francisco José Berenguer Hernández, Afganistán: el avance de la transición, in Panorama 

Geopolítico de los Conflictos 2012, Ministerio de Defensa, Madrid, 2013 
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Indeed, similar actions aimed to make the conflict a more Iraqi one are starting to be 

carried out. These actions are more focused on the training and mentoring of the 

Iraqi armed forces and the pro-government militias. At the same time, the Western 

military actions concentrate on air strikes to contain the jihadist moves and to avoid 

the actions international ground troops would have to make beyond the training and 

counseling tasks.  

 

Nevertheless, unlike Afghanistan, this process is not being implemented in parallel or 

after an attack, limited in time and space. It is decisive and conclusive and between 

jihadist and international forces, the latter having the objective to substantially 

weaken their opponent and to allow the assumption of security responsibilities in the 

territory to the local forces. In other words, the International Coalition’s strategy in 

Iraq lacks the pertinent Surge.  

 

2015 will be key to check if the adopted strategy is adequate or not. This is related to 

the one implemented in Afghanistan, which was varied afterwards. This change is will 

entail a costly but decisive effort to ensure the objective’s achievement. This goal has 

to be no other than to defeat the enemy and to safeguard the reasonable stabilization 

of Iraq through the complete assumption of the security responsibilities of the Iraqi 

authorities.  In this sense, the measures the US implemented in Iraq starting in 2003, 

together with the de-Ba’athification program implemented in the country, can be a 

serious disadvantage as the pre-existing Iraq professional army troops have been 

dismantled, which is why there are doubts regarding the capacity of the “new” army.  

 

Therefore, it would not be reasonable to, a priori, rule out the possibility that greater 

temporary involvement of the international forces in the short-run in ground 

operations will be required to defeat Daesh. Without doubt, this is a complex and 

delicate decision. Nevertheless, the dimension Daesh’s threat poses for international 

security, as well as the result of the adopted strategy to fight it, will dictate whether or 

not it is necessary.  

 

Conclusions 

 

It is not easy to analyze how ISAF has contributed to NATO within the Alliance and 

the armed forces of all those countries who have participated beyond the pure 

journalism criteria. The analysis will be a subject of study that will surely be discussed 

in several publications.  
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Furthermore, there is no doubt there has been high economic, social and political 

cost due to its duration, complexity and pain, as well as the not so definite and 

evident expected outcome. These cost were mainly defrayed by the countries 

involved – Spain was one of them –, which resulted in a slight turn to a low cost 

security approach, at least regarding its projection beyond our immediate national 

environment.  

 

As Sánchez Herráez says: 

 

“this reality is known and valued by one and another, by allies and current and 

future threats, which could have a direct impact in the dissuasion capacity, in 

the Alliance’s perception and in the cooperative and shared future of security”6 

 

The boldness of the currently called Islamic State or Daesh’s stake can be partly 

based on its leader’s conviction that now is a good time to carry it out. It may also 

stem from the adoption of a criterion of timeliness resulting from an analysis of what 

may be learnt from the Afghanistan campaign and, ultimately, on the conviction that 

made the Western implication in Syria and Iraq much more measured and less 

intense than it would have been if the intervention in Afghanistan did not had taken 

place.  The truth is that the current International Coalition dimension, the level of 

involvement of the different actors and the intensity of the measures it introduced (at 

least by now) seem to show that the positive and negative lessons from what 

happened in Afghanistan are still present in both parties.  

 

Nevertheless, this is not decisive. We only have to remember how the strict 

observance of the lessons learned during the last conflict – without taking into 

account the needed flexibility for the adaptation to new doctrines, technologies and 

situations – has led to the next defeat on numerous occasions. A clear example of 

this is France’s performance before World War II and its result in the 1940 May-June 

campaign.  

 

Instead, in light of previous experiences, it is necessary to make a strict and 

uninhibited analysis of the current threat, its nature and intensity, which will also must  

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Pedro Sánchez Herráez, Gales: ¿nueva cumbre de la OTAN o la OTAN de nuevo en la cumbre?, 

IEEE, 8th October 2014, http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2014/DIEEEA52-

2014_Gales_Cumbre_OTAN_PSH.pdf  
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be flexible and adapt to specific circumstances. This way, it will be possible to give 

an adequate, proportionate in time, intensity and cost, but, above all, effective 

answer to ensure our security. Moreover, we must also be convinced that, in the long 

run, there is nothing more dangerous and costly than allowing a determinate threat to 

grow and to transform into a substantial damage to our interests.  
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