
On September 25, just as the Canadian government was
sending confusing signals about its intentions in Afghanistan,
the Senlis Council, an international think-tank, proposed a new
vision for our Afghan future. Most important, it calls on Canada
to take the lead in the international community, and to stop
seeing itself as a ‘junior partner’ to the US.

Defence Minister Peter McKay now says that Canada will
advise NATO by April of next year whether it will continue its
combat role in southern Afghanistan beyond the present
deadline of February, 2009. He had previously indicated that
NATO should not count on Canada’s ‘current configuration’
beyond that date. This was consistent with Prime Minister
Harper’s position that any extension of the Canadian role in
Afghanistan would need a majority vote in Parliament, for
which the governing Conservatives would need the help of at
least one of the three opposition parties.

At present, this seems unlikely, given their announced
positions. The NDP wants the troops out immediately; the
Liberals want a substantial change away from the present
fighting role. But Harper now says that he plans to delay the
parliamentary vote until he can get that approval—a sort of
reverse filibuster. Any parliamentary debate on this has little
potential to set a new and positive direction for Canada.

Alternative Ideas 
The Senlis Council’s policy paper on Afghanistan was presented
in Ottawa last Tuesday by QC Norine MacDonald, Senlis’
president and founder. MacDonald is a 51-year-old
Saskatchewan-born lawyer, who used to practice in Vancouver.
She has been in Afghanistan, mostly in Kandahar, since
January 2005. 

First, the Senlis Council proposes that Canada should take
leadership of the international community’s efforts in
Afghanistan.

It advocates a new definition of the objectives of the
international community in Afghanistan, better management
of military strategy, new Canadian initiatives to deal with
casualties and health among Afghans, and an agricultural
strategy which would strongly oppose the US proposal to spray
concentrated Roundup on Afghan fields, and would see
Afghanistan’s poppy crop used to overcome the shortage of
painkillers on world markets. At the same time, says Senlis, this
would create an agricultural economy thus providing a living to
Afghan farmers. 

At the same time, Senlis supports negotiations between the
government and the Taliban.

The Council describes itself as ‘an international policy think
tank with offices in Kabul, London, Paris, Brussels, Ottawa, and
Rio.’ It is mainly financed by the Network of European
Foundations, and a Swiss philanthropist, Stephen Schmidhein,
who was a co-chair of the Rio Earth Summit. Council members
include public servants and academics from Spain, Portugal,
the UK, Belgium, Italy, and Germany. It has been publishing its
recommendations for Afghanistan since 2005, growing out of a
concern, first raised in 2002, for the UN’s international drug

policy.
Take Charge, Canada

At the root of the Senlis paper, entitled ‘Peace in Afghanistan—
Made in Canada’ is the concept that Canada has a long history,
dating back to Lester Pearson, of multilateral problem-solving
skills and participation in peacekeeping. Multilateralism today,
says the report, means not only interacting as nation to nation,
but also with intergovernmental and non-governmental
groups, networks, and individual actors. US nation-building
efforts in Afghanistan, says Senlis, ‘have been characterized by
misplaced priorities, misguided policies, and the misled
implementation of these policies.’ 

A new model for effective collaboration is required. Canada,
says the Council, can provide a model of a cultural fabric which
displays immense diversity, just like Afghanistan. This leads to
Recommendation One: ‘Canada can and should take leadership
on re-building relationships with Afghans and re-building the
approach of the international community working in
Afghanistan.’

Canada, says Senlis, must stop seeing itself as a ‘junior’
partner to the United States. The war in Afghanistan should be
seen as an opportunity to express ‘who we are as Canadians,’
and as an ‘opportunity for innovative solutions.’

‘Canada can be proud of the unwavering skill that our
military has delivered to Afghanistan. However, there is little
evidence that the equally important development efforts and
counter narcotic initiatives that should accompany military
efforts in this counter-insurgency effort are keeping pace. This
is a departure from our heritage and undermines our military
efforts there.’

The Senlis Council insists that Canada has a tradition of
non-military intervention … ‘a heritage that distinguishes us
and animates the language of our Charter of Rights and
Freedoms beyond our borders.’ The Canadian Charter, they
say, is different from either the US or European approaches,
articulating the rights of the individual, of the community, and
of groups.

The Council finds it significant that Canada’s participation
in the ‘war on terror’ represents ‘a significant and profound
return to a combat role.’ Nonetheless, Senlis recognizes the
danger: ‘our failure or premature pull-out will mean unending
terror for our children and their children.’

But Canadians, says the report, must see milestones being
met, and: ‘Those milestones … have yet to be articulated.’ Senlis
criticizes this absence as reflecting ‘a weak and unacceptable
management approach to the war,’ dividing Canadians, and
threatening the success of the NATO campaign. Canadians
must see our military action in Afghanistan as a contribution to
a ‘just’ war, and this requires transparency and accountability
from the government of Canada in terms of measurable
objectives. Senlis lists the characteristics of a ‘just’ war (See Box
on page 6).

Senlis’ position is that the Afghan war is, in fact, waged by a
legitimate authority (the government of Afghanistan, backed by
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several UN resolutions) but that the counterinsurgency ‘has
become unnecessarily protracted because of insufficient
commitment from some NATO countries.’

Carrying on Combat
The next two recommendations refer to the continuing combat:
Recommendation Two: 

NATO countries must deploy more troops to end reliance on
deadly aerial bombings and stabilize territory taken. Aerial
bombings are too destructive and result in civilian casualties.
Senlis looks for increased commitments from NATO countries.
Recommendation Three:    

Canada’s troop commitment to Afghanistan should not have
a fixed end-date but should be governed by achieving fixed
measures of success.
Recommendation Four:  

The Canadian Government must develop a new ‘Fast Track’
approach to peace and stability in Afghanistan. 

Both of these recommendations appear to require clearer
objectives and better planning; it is unsatisfactory to continue
with the ‘war on terror’ as defined by the US, and Canada must
develop and articulate its own strategy, so as to accomplish
these objectives as soon as possible.
Recommendation Five:  

Decrease civilian casualties.
Senlis recommends that civilian casualties be decreased to

zero; these casualties are one of the greatest obstacles to
acceptance by Afghans of foreign forces.

A Medical Role
Senlis sees the potential for a significant positive impact by
Canada through taking the initiative in health and hospitals,
and dealing with casualties and disease, particularly among the
civilian population:
Recommendation Six:   

Introduce emergency field treatment of civilians injured in
fighting and bombing. 
Recommendation Seven:   

Provide mobile field hospitals now.
Recommendation Eight :  

Rebuild existing hospitals to help Afghans.  
Recommendation Nine:   

Implement outreach and training programmes to foster
sustainable improvements in health.  
Recommendation Ten:   

Build new hospitals to international standards to meet
Afghans’ expectations. 

Poverty Relief, Poppies, and the Farm
Economy

Recommendation Eleven:  
Make emergency poverty relief a top priority.
Malnutrition and starvation are widespread (MacDonald

says food aid is not getting through). 
Recommendation Twelve:  

Give priority to the economic wellbeing of poor farmers in
the formulation of responses to the opium crisis.
Recommendation Thirteen:  

Canada must take the leadership role in support of
President Karzai in condemning chemical spraying and ending
chemical warfare against poppy farmers and begin immediate

rural economic reconstruction plans.
The current US strategy for the eradication of poppy plants

is not successful; in 2007 Afghanistan produced 8,200 tons of
opium (34% more than in 2006). The international community
has failed to suggest an economic alternative to opium
cultivation, so any eradication strategy is seen as repression,
destroying livelihoods. 

MacDonald noted, in a presentation to the commons
National Defence Committee last fall, that Afghans cannot
distinguish between Canadians, US forces, the Dutch, British,
or ‘contractors’ and consequently all are blamed for the results
of the eradication program.  

The US has now proposed the spraying of the herbicide
‘glyphosate’ (Roundup) in concentrations 100 times higher
than used in the US. This has been opposed by the Afghan
government. 
Recommendation Fourteen: 

Support Poppy for Medicine (P4M): instead of trying to
eradicate the poppy crop, it should be used to meet the world’s
needs for pain-relief medicine, through a licensing scheme.
This would remove a major source of Taliban funding, make
poppy cultivation legal, bring Afghanistan into the
international trade community, increase internal security, and
pull farmers out of poverty. Surveys carried out by Senlis show
that eight out of ten Canadians support this approach.

An Inclusive Government, With
Canada’s Help

Recommendation Fifteen:   
Support President Karzai in his attempts to negotiate with

those elements of the Taliban that can be brought into
legitimate democratic debate.

Karzai has indicated clearly his interest in negotiating with
Taliban elements who are interested in peace. United Nations
envoy Tom Koenigs says that negotiations won’t produce ‘a
quick result’ but are essential. 
Recommendation Sixteen:   

Canada should convene an emergency NATO meeting to
discuss a new ‘hearts and minds’ strategy for Afghanistan. 

The ‘legitimate grievances’ of Afghans must be addressed,
and the Taliban should not be permitted to continue to define
the Afghan agenda, says the Senlis Council. Their final
recommendation reiterates the position that Canada can and
should take leadership, and that this could be a ‘defining
moment’ in our position in world affairs.  0
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