
IN RUSH TO TRANSCRIBE
MILITARY’S CONCERN
ON WHY WE CAN’T
LEAVE AFGHANISTAN,
DID NY TIMES FACT-
CHECK “CLASSIFIED”
REPORT?

The "UNCLASSIFIED" stamp not found by
New York Times fact-checkers. This
stamp appears at the top and bottom of
each of the 70 pages of the report that
the Times said was classified.

Today’s New York Times carries a long article
under the headline “Afghanistan’s Soldiers Step
Up Killings of Allied Forces“. The story appears
to me to be presented from the angle of military
higher-ups who don’t want to withdraw from
Afghanistan and point to the failed training of
Afghan forces to support their argument that we
must stay there:

The violence, and the failure by
coalition commanders to address it,
casts a harsh spotlight on the
shortcomings of American efforts to
build a functional Afghan Army, a pillar
of the Obama administration’s strategy
for extricating the United States from
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the war in Afghanistan, said the
officers and experts who helped shape
the strategy.

Not very thinly veiled, there, is it? It is the
“officers and experts who helped shape the
strategy” who say that we have “shortcomings” in
our “efforts to build a functional Afghan Army”.
And since that Afghan Army is “a pillar of the
Obama’s administration’s strategy for exticating
the United States from the war”, well, we just
can’t possibly consider withdrawing yet if we
have failed on such a central job, can we?

The Times article is based primarily on a study
titled “A Crisis of Trust and Cultural
Incompatibility” and the Times claims the report
is classified:

The 70-page classified coalition report,
titled “A Crisis of Trust and Cultural
Incompatibility,” goes far beyond
anecdotes. It was conducted by a
behavioral scientist who surveyed 613
Afghan soldiers and police officers, 215
American soldiers and 30 Afghan
interpreters who worked for the
Americans.

Hmmm. This Wall Street Journal article from June
17, 2011 references a report with the same title
and even has a link purporting to be for the
report. That link is now broken and gives a “404
Not Found” response, but searching on the title
gives this link, which goes to a 70 page pdf
plainly stamped “UNCLASSIFIED” in green at the
top and bottom of every page, as seen in the
partial screencap above. In addition to not
having Truth Vigilantes, it appears that the New
York Times has now given up on using fact-
checkers, because their claim that the report is
classified is in error unless both the
classified and unclassified versions of the
report just happen to have 70 pages each.

Anyway, if we dive into this report, the
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executive summary gives us the list of reasons
cited by Afghan troops for why they become upset
with US troops. Reading this list brings up the
question of whether training of US troops is
just as much a failure as our training of Afghan
troops (quotations here are my transcriptions,
the pdf was saved in a form preventing copying):

Sixty-eight focus groups were conducted
on 613 ANSF personnel throughout three
provinces at 19 locations. Their
reported negative views, experiences and
observations of U.S. Soldiers’ social
behaviors were recorded. ANSF members
identified numerous social, cultural and
operational grievances they have with
U.S. Soldiers. Factors that created
animosity were reviewed through a
content analysis that measured frequency
and intensity of the perceived
grievances. Factors that fueled the most
animosity included U.S. convoys not
allowing traffic to pass, reportedly
indiscriminant return U.S. fire that
causes civilian casualties, naively
using flawed intelligence sources, U.S.
Forces conducting night raids/home
searches, violating female privacy
during searches, U.S. road blocks,
publicly searching/disarming ANSF
members as an SOP when they enter bases,
and past massacres of civilians by U.S.
Forces (i.e., the Wedding Party
Massacre, the Shinwar Massacre, etc.).
Other issues that led to altercations or
near-altercations (including many self-
reported near-fratricide incidents)
included urinating in public, their
cursing at, insulting and being rude and
vulgar to ANSF members, and
unnecessarily shooting animals. They
found many U.S. Soldiers to be extremely
arrogant, bullying, unwilling to listen
to their advice, and were often seen as
lacking concern for civilian and ANSF
safety during combat. CAT 1
interpreters’ (n=30) views were similiar



to the ANSF’s.

And yes, the report is accurate in painting the
situation as cultural incompatibility, as here
are the complaints US forces had about ANSF
troops:

U.S. Soldiers’ (n=215) views of ANSF,
particularly of the ANA, were also
collected; they were extremely negative.
They reported pervasive illicit drug
use, massive thievery, personal
instability, dishonesty, no integrity,
incompetence, unsafe weapons handling,
corrupt officers, no real NCO corps,
covert alliance/informal treaties with
insurgents, high AWOL rates, bad morale,
laziness, repulsive hygiene and the
torture of dogs. Perceptions of
civilians were also negative stemming
from their insurgent sympathies and
cruelty towards women and children.

So, yes, when we put two armed groups close to
one another who hold such low opinions of each
other, it is not surprising that one group would
start killing the other. So far, we only have
reports of Afghan troops killing US troops, but
it would not be at all surprising for the
converse to occur as well, given the lack of
mutual trust.

Why would the Times put out this story today? As
I suggest above, my gut feeling is that the
Times was approached by military personnel who
don’t want the US to withdraw from Afghanistan
and want to use the failure of training as
evidence for why we can’t leave now. Note
especially how the reliance on training is tied
to Obama here: it is the Obama administration
that wants to rely on trained Afghan forces to
take over security matters when we withdraw.
Aside from the fact that when training is
described as a success it almost always is
attributed to David Petraeus, it seems that this
particular argument is being trotted out now to



provide fodder for the Republican presidential
candidates to use in saying we can’t withdraw
from Afghanistan. Whatever the reason, the Times
appears to have fallen down in its
responsibility to the public by failing to do
even the most rudimentary check of the claims of
those feeding them this story. I found the
unclassified version of the report in just
seconds by searching on the title. Why couldn’t
the Times do that (or at least point out that
there coincidentally just happens to be an
unclassified version that also is 70 pages
long)? And after finding the report isn’t really
classified, would they have looked a bit deeper
into the motives of those feeding them the
story?

Update: And now there is a second correction on
the New York Times article:

The article also referred incompletely
to the military study’s secrecy. While
it was classified, as the article
reported, it was first distributed in
early May 2011 as unclassified and was
later changed to classified. (The Times
learned after publication that a version
of the study has remained accessible on
the Internet.)

It appears as though Marcy’s theory in comments
about retroactive classification, perhaps after
the Wall Street Journal article was published,
is most likely correct. My main point remains,
however. Why did NY Times fact-checkers not find
the full version of the report that still could
be found by searching on its title? What other
aspects of the story did they accept fully from
those directing them to the story?


