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700 Canadian soldiers to remain in Afghanistan

Afghan President Hamid Karzai pleaded with NATO leaders Tuesday to live up to their commitment to boost troop numbers in Afghanistan ahead of its first democratic elections this fall.

"I would like you to please hurry," Karzai told NATO leaders as their two-day summit drew to a close. "The Afghan people need that security today, not tomorrow . . . come sooner than September and provide the Afghan men and women with the chance to vote freely, without coercion."

A deal to train Iraqi security forces and a commitment to boost by 3,500 the number of NATO-led peacekeepers in Afghanistan were the tangible results of the two-day gathering of the world's premier military alliance.

But neither initiative was as good at it appeared. Afghanistan found out Tuesday that only 2,200 new troops would be dispatched, while 1,300 would remain in reserve outside its borders.

NATO leaders trumpeted their Afghanistan plan as an indication of their serious commitment to rebuild the country. The new troops would join the 6,500 NATO troops -- including 2,000 Canadians -- already on the ground there, but the commitment falls short of the 15,000 that the United Nations says is needed to properly protect Afghans from terrorists, insurgents, warlords and heroin producers.

Karzai had to walk a fine line between pushing for the additional resources he knows he needs, and being thankful for what he has been able to wring out of the international community.

"If I stood here and said I was dissatisfied," he said, "it would be ungrateful."

Karzai thanked Foreign Affairs Minister Bill Graham for Canada's contribution of 2,000 troops, the largest by any NATO country.

Canada relinquishes that command in August, when it will scale back its deployment to 700 soldiers. Canada has faced pressure from the United States to stay on with a full contingent of 2,000 for at least a month to help police the elections, which have come under threat from insurgents among Afghanistan's former Taliban rulers.

But Graham said Tuesday that Karzai did not try to persuade Canada to remain.

"He's happy we're leaving the 700 that we're leaving," Graham said in an interview. "He knows it would be unfair to expect us to extend any significantly the 2,000 that are there."

All Canadian Forces missions are being scaled back until the government completes a foreign policy review later this year.

Graham said Monday that Canada will likely return to Afghanistan next year with a provincial reconstruction team.
