May 9, 2019
Honorable Patrick M. Shanahan
Acting Secretary of Defense
U.S. Department of Defense
1000 Defense Pentagon
Washington, DC 20301
Dear Secretary Shanahan:
The undersigned groups write to ask that you reverse the recent decision to stop collecting and
releasing important information on stability in Afghanistan. We are deeply concerned that the military
will no longer assess insurgent or government control at the district level in Afghanistan, as noted in the
latest report from the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) report. This
information is vital to the American public’s understanding of the war in Afghanistan. Not tracking this
information and disclosing it to the public is one more step the Department has taken away from
transparency and accountability.
According to the SIGAR report from April 30, 2019, the U.S.-commanded NATO Resolute Support (RS)
mission claimed that “the district-level stability assessments were ‘of limited decision-making value to
the [RS] Commander.’” Regardless of the utility to the Commander, these assessments are vital to public
understanding of the conflict, especially given that there are “few remaining publicly available measures
of the security situation in Afghanistan.” 1 Members of Congress from both sides of the aisle have
repeatedly challenged decisions to classify information about the capabilities and effectiveness of
operations in Afghanistan.2 It has become increasingly difficult for the public to assess the state of the
conflict in Afghanistan, as the Department chooses to release less and less data. Colonel David Butler,
spokesperson for U.S. Forces in Afghanistan, told Reuters that “while Resolute Support was no longer
doing the analyses, the intelligence community did its own classified assessment of districts controlled
by the government and Taliban.”3 Even if the intelligence community continues this assessment,
however, classified analysis is no substitute for informing the public.
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This development is especially troubling given the Department’s general move toward greater secrecy.
Civil society groups called for more transparency in an August 2018 letter, citing the Department’s
decision to restrict the information publicly disclosed on Afghan forces’ capabilities, among other
issues.4 Since then, there have been other concerning steps that reduce public access to information
about the military. For example, in January 2019, the Department stopped releasing information on U.S.
airstrikes in Iraq and Syria. It has also been nearly a year since the Department held a televised press
briefing, a dramatic departure from past policy.
Public access to information about the U.S. military is vital. Civilian casualties have increased in Iraq,
Syria, and Afghanistan – the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) found that
there were more civilian casualties in Afghanistan in 2018 than in any other year since they began
counting – and Afghanistan in particular is suffering from continued instability. Given these
developments, it appears that the Department is restricting access in order to hide embarrassing
information from the public. This is unacceptable, and the public has a right to assess U.S. military
actions overseas for themselves.
It is imperative that the Department make a renewed commitment to transparency and restore public
trust, particularly given the Department’s requested $750 billion budget, including a significant increase
for the overseas contingency operations account.5 We ask that you reverse the trend of diminishing
transparency, and resume collecting and publicly releasing as much information as possible about the
conflict in Afghanistan and everywhere the U.S. military is conducting operations. In particular, we ask
that you immediately reverse your decision to end public assessments of stability in Afghanistan.
Thank you for your consideration.
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