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"Violence and progress in Afghanistan continue to coexist," Defense Secretary James Mattis told a 
Senate panel Tuesday.

Mattis said the U.S. has about 11,000 troops in Afghanistan and an additional 3,000 U.S. troops will 
be "arriving now and in the coming months."

He said the administration's new South Asia strategy keeps Afghan forces "in the lead to do the 
fighting" with continued support from the U.S.

US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis arrives at Forward Operating Base Gamberi east of Kabul, 
Afghanistan, on an unannounced visit to the war-torn country on September 27, 2017.

Defense Secretary James Mattis on Tuesday insisted coalition forces have "blunted" enemy groups 
in Afghanistan in recent months but conceded violence remains an ongoing challenge.

 

"For the first time in this long fight, all six Afghan military corps have engaged in offensive 
operations," Mattis said Tuesday in testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee. 
"During these recent months, there have been fewer civilian casualties as a result of coalition 
operations."

 

The U.S. has been waging war in Afghanistan for 16 years. President Donald Trump last month 
announced a new strategy that includes additional troops in the country to win the conflict and 
beat terrorists.

 

"Violence and progress in Afghanistan continue to coexist," said Mattis. "But the uncertainty in the 
region about the NATO campaign has been replaced by certainty due to the implementation of 
President Trump's new South Asia strategy."

 

The U.S. has about 11,000 troops in Afghanistan alongside about 6,800 troops from NATO and 



coalition partners, Mattis disclosed Tuesday. And he said the more than 3,000 additional U.S. 
troops going there would "reinforce" the coalition's advisory role to Afghanistan forces.

 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. Joseph Dunford Jr., the nation's top military officer, also 
weighed in on the Afghanistan situation and told the Senate panel that U.S. military commanders 
conducted a failure analysis and came up with a "new operational approach to break the 
stalemate and bolster Afghan capabilities."

 

Dunford added that the new approach also "supports the president's broader strategy by 
expanding our advisory efforts to the tactical level."

 

SASC Chairman John McCain (R-Ariz.) has been a critic of the Trump administration for not having 
a strategy earlier on Afghanistan and the lawmaker even proposed his own Afghanistan plans. 
After Trump's new policy was announced, though, McCain applauded the president "for taking a 
big step in the right direction."

 

In opening remarks Tuesday, McCain said he was encouraged that Trump's Afghanistan plans 
"ended the foolish policy of arbitrary timetables for withdrawal and shifted to a conditional 
approach. At the same time, in the six weeks since the president made his announcement, this 
committee and the Congress more broadly still does not know many of the crucial details of this 
strategy. This is totally unacceptable."

 

"We must always remember, we are in Afghanistan to make America safer and ensure South Asia 
cannot be used to plot transnational attacks against the U.S. homeland or our partners and allies," 
said Mattis.

 

In Afghanistan, the U.S. is changing the role of American service members to provide more 
support for the Afghan national defense and security forces. There are now about 320,000 Afghan 
national security forces serving in the war-torn nation.

 

Even with about 11,000 troops in Afghanistan, that's still well below of the peak during the surge 
in August 2010 when there were about 100,000 service members in Afghanistan. The more than 
3,000 additional U.S. troops going to Afghanistan will be focused primarily on providing training 
and advisory support to the Afghan security forces.

 

Mattis said Tuesday that those additional U.S. troops would be "arriving now and in the coming 



months."

 

"The fighting will continue to be carried out by our Afghan partners but our advisors will 
accompany tactical units to advise and assist and bring NATO fire support to bear when needed," 
Mattis said. "Make no mistake  ᐀ this is combat duty. But the Afghan forces remain in the lead to 
do the fighting."

 

Last week, Mattis visited Afghanistan as part of a South Asia trip that included a stop in New Delhi. 
But he didn't visit Pakistan, a clear signal of the administration and NATO's displeasure with India's 
long-time rival.

 

Mattis referred to his trip in testimony Tuesday and said he discussed with Indian leaders "ways to 
expand our collaboration to improve long-term regional stability and security. We will firmly 
address Pakistan's role. NATO's demands need to be heard in Islamabad."

 

One result of the Trump administration's new strategy in South Asia has been the U.S. increasing 
its ties to India. The U.S. is looking for India to provide more economic and development 
assistance to Afghanistan.

 

In all, there are 20 U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organizations active today in Afghanistan and 
neighboring Pakistan, Trump said last month in unveiling his new South Asia strategy. Also, the 
president called out Pakistan as a "safe haven to agents of chaos, violence and terror."

 

Meantime, Mattis said the U.S. military leadership in Afghanistan and NATO partners "are holding 
the line" in Afghanistan." And he added that forecasts of a significant Taliban offensive by the 
militant organization "remain unfulfilled."

 

According to Mattis, the new strategy by the administration "has been welcomed almost uniformly 
by leaders in the South Asia region, as well as by the 39 countries contributing troops to the NATO-
led campaign."

 

During his remarks, Mattis said there's been progress in reducing civilian and military casualties in 
Afghanistan and more effectiveness in the Asian country's security forces too.

 



Even so, Mattis said "high-profile attacks" by the Taliban on civilians continue to be a challenge.

 

Specifically, the Defense secretary said the Taliban militants continue to try to seize provincial or 
district centers but he insisted they have been generally forced into decentralized, small-scale 
ambushes and the use of IEDs, or improvised explosive devices.

 

At the same time, Mattis maintained there's "disarray among various enemy groups in 
Afghanistan" that has led to a situation where it's limited the Taliban's resources, movements and 
its ability to conduct major offenses.

 

The U.S. has spent well over $800 billion fighting in the Afghanistan conflict and there have been 
more than 2,000 U.S. military fatalities and in excess of 20,000 soldiers wounded.

 

The $700 billion National Defense Authorization Act passed Sept. 18 by the Senate includes $60 
billion for the so-called Overseas Contingency Operations, a special fund for the wars including 
Afghanistan as well as Iraq, among others.

 

Mattis and Dunford also are scheduled to testify Tuesday afternoon to the House Armed Services 
Committee on the Trump administration's new Afghanistan and South Asia strategy.
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