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Bush uses Karzai as a feel-good prop

Hamid Karzai visited Washington last week, staying just long enough to allow President Bush to showcase the popular Afghan president as the face of what Bush calls a major U.S. success in the war on terrorism. But that picture is distorted.

Karzai thanked America again for ousting the Taliban regime, depriving al-Qaida of a base of operations and putting Afghanistan on the path to self-government. But he also cited some unpleasant truths - for example, that the country has the world's second-highest infant and maternal mortality rates and desperately needs aid and investment.

But if the past is a guide, $4.4 billion in reconstruction funds pledged by donor nations in March will be slow to arrive. Of $100 million needed to hold elections in September, $70 million has been pledged but not delivered. Deadly attacks by Taliban and al-Qaida holdouts have taken 400-plus lives this year, including many foreign relief workers, and are increasing. This has driven some aid groups from the country and kept others out of high-risk areas.

Proposals to bolster the 6,500-strong security force led by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization have been rejected by NATO members. All 20,000 U.S. troops are deployed to fight guerrillas, not provide security. Nor will the Pentagon help combat the resurgence of poppy cultivation and opium production, which make up 40 percent of economic output and a major portion of warlords' income. Afghanistan supplies 75 percent of the world's heroin.

The United States is not the only laggard. Others balk in part due to stretched resources but also, say some analysts, because they don't want to help Bush's re-election campaign, even indirectly. Yet the prime victims are the Afghan people, who deserve better.

Caught between self-serving regional warlords, a resurgent guerrilla force and foreign donors who deliver less than they promise, Hamid Karzai is forced to make compromises - and to gloss over painful realities to obtain what he can. But failure to provide aid and security would betray Afghans and those Americans who fought and died for them. As in Iraq, Bush is either focused too narrowly on his own interests or still thinks nation-building can be done on the cheap, with the help of a few photo-ops. It can't.
