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Where are we now? The Current Situation and International Context
Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,
It is a great pleasure for me to be here today and talk about the work of Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan. I would like to offer the perspective of a Minister of Defence of a country which has been engaged in Afghanistan - despite its size and limited resources - very actively since day one. I am very much looking forward to hearing from all the distinguished panelists whose experience, expertise, critical assessment and innovative ideas will make this conference worthwhile. I am convinced that at the end of the conference, we will have created a pool of lessons-learned and relevant information that will be ready for further elaboration. For we have no time to waste. The Afghan people need to see results and so do our respective citizenries. It’s time to be effective, it’s time to make smart choices. The stakes are high no-matter your vantage point. 
What makes our campaign in Afghanistan especially challenging is the fact that we are navigating in largely unchartered territory. Long are gone the days when armies were simply instruments to seize and protect territory, destroy enemy’s armed forces in battle or deter potential adversaries from striking. Today, so much more is expected of our ordinary soldiers in order to win the battle. Experience shows that modern-day conflicts require the application of all the elements of national and international power. In other words, political, diplomatic, social, economic, informational as well as military tools have to be applied in tandem when attempting to resolve a conflict. While we have a term available, the so called Comprehensive Approach or concerted approach, and I am sure other terms have been coined,  we are only in the process of learning how to apply it in the field. And let’s even take it a step back. Comprehensive Approach also has institutional implications while troops are still at home. It changes whom we send in the operation, with what education, equipment and training. We have to have structures in place that guide communication between the civilian and military sectors. Memorandums of understanding have to be signed, chain of command that governs both the civilian and the military staff established and understood. Let’s not forget that Comprehensive Approach has to have sufficient financial backing, a condition that’s hardly welcomed by the tax payers that foot the bill. We also have to know when to use our assets. We have to be flexible enough to be able to disrupt a terrorist nest in a village one day and dig a well the next day. We have to know the indigenous environment and communicate clearly with the host nation.  Military and civilian efforts are clearly intertwined but there has to be order and clear pattern in the web we spin.
Having stated this, I do not want to depreciate the work that has already been done in the domain of Comprehensive Approach. I consider Provincial Reconstruction Teams an essential part of that effort. PRTs stepped in to help the political system in Afghanistan take root and they encompass a vast array of developmental, reconstructive, humanitarian but also security projects and activities. By the same token, most of the PRTs operate in challenging security environments. So, on the one hand, PRTs are vehicles of change in the Afghan government capacity building on the local level, on the other, the civilians that deliver development projects cannot do so without proper security measures. And this is when our soldiers come in and help facilitate civilian projects. 
There is a fierce debate about this between the members of the civilian and military sectors. I relate to those soldiers who feel that they don’t get enough credit for putting their lives on line so that development projects can be carried out. I also hear those who fear that military imprint on civilian projects defeats the purpose of such aid all together.  I personally see PRTs as temporary agents that should subsequently – when the security situation permits - be replaced by traditional humanitarian and development aid.  Until we reach that state in Afghanistan, the output of PRTs hinges upon the close-nit cooperation between both the civilian and military staff and their ability to work in synergy. 
No matter how long I reflect about Afghanistan, how much time I spend following news from all over the world and listen to both civilian and military experts, one troubling word comes to mind. Trust. Trust is the alpha and omega in all interpersonal dealings and I dare to say this is true across all the cultures of the world. A soldier has to be able to rely on his partner not to leave him behind in a battle. A surgeon has to know that his suture nurse will pass him the right instrument, trust-based relationship between a child and parents rears strong individuals. World records are broken and mountains are climbed based on trust. 
Trust between Afghans and internationals is the catalyst of improvement. Trust has to be earned and is very unforgiving. Trespasses are damaging, especially given the history of Afghanistan. I wish there was a quick way to gain trust, but there are no shortcuts, I am afraid. We just have to keep at it and learn from our mistakes. 
Where are we now, then? Our joint mission in Afghanistan has a sound strategy which General McChrystal has structured around and focused on the Afghan population. In turn, his strategy pivots on civilian-military cooperation. Since the concept of PRT is relatively new, it is of utmost importance we exchange views and lessons-learned in fora such as this conference. We have to continue to build the core of the Comprehensive Approach and learn how to use it in the field. Our collective PRT experience must be grouped and analyzed. I don’t want to sound as if I have no reservations about the prospects of civilian military cooperation in the form of PRTs, because of course, I do. But I trust that through day-to-day interaction, we can learn and grow. I also believe that PRTs can get us much closer to the Afghan population who is the key to bringing positive change about in Afghanistan. 
Thank you for you attention and may this conference bring about a meaningful outcome. 
