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It might not sound so good yet. They’re still
learning how to play; maybe they’re annoying
their neighbors. They might not have quite
enough experience for the depth of lyrics that
you’ll hear tonight. But music has taken hold of
their souls. And our task is to make sure that no
matter who they are or where they come from
or what they look like or what their story is, this
country is one that cultivates their talent and
gives them the chance to tell it. That’s got to be
true from school music programs to the Na-
tional Endowments for the Arts and the Hu-
manities. We’ve got to support our artists and

celebrate their work and do our part to ensure
that the American creative spirit that has de-
fined us from the very beginning will thrive for
generations to come.

So, with that, it’s my great pleasure to wel-
come to our stage our first performer, Keb’ Mo’.

NOTE: The President spoke at 7:47 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his remarks,
he referred to musicians Dana E. “Queen Lati-
fah” Owens, Lana M. “MC Lyte” Moorer, Kev-
in “Keb’ Mo’” Moore, Troy “Trombone Shorty”
Andrews, and Usher T. Raymond IV.
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Good morning. Last December, more than
13 years after our Nation was attacked by Al
Qaida on 9/11, America’s combat mission in
Afghanistan came to a responsible end. That
milestone was achieved thanks to the courage
and the skill of our military, our intelligence,
and civilian personnel. They served there with
extraordinary skill and valor, and it’s worth re-
membering especially the more than 2,200
American patriots who made the ultimate sac-
rifice in Afghanistan.

I visited our troops in Afghanistan last year
to thank them on behalf of a grateful nation. I
told them they could take great pride in the
progress that they helped achieve. They struck
devastating blows against the Al Qaida leader-
ship in the tribal regions, delivered justice to
Usama bin Laden, prevented terrorist attacks,
and saved American lives. They pushed the
Taliban back so the Afghan people could re-
claim their communities, send their daughters
to school, and improve their lives. Our troops
trained Afghan forces so they could take the
lead for their own security and protect Afghans
as they voted in historic elections, leading to
the first democratic transfer of power in their
country’s history.

Today, American forces no longer patrol Af-
ghan villages or valleys. Our troops are not en-
gaged in major ground combat against the Tal-

iban. Those missions now belong to Afghans,
who are fully responsible for securing their
country.

But as I’ve said before, while America’s
combat mission in Afghanistan may be over,
our commitment to Afghanistan and its people
endures. As Commander in Chief, I will not al-
low Afghanistan to be used as safe haven for
terrorists to attack our Nation again. Our forc-
es therefore remain engaged in two narrow,
but critical, missions: training Afghan forces
and supporting counterterrorism operations
against the remnants of Al Qaida. Of course,
compared to the 100,000 troops we once had
in Afghanistan, today fewer than 10,000 re-
main, in support of these very focused mis-
sions.

I meet regularly with my national security
team, including commanders in Afghanistan,
to continually assess, honestly, the situation on
the ground, to determine where our strategy is
working and where we may need greater flexi-
bility. I have insisted consistently that our
strategy focus on the development of a sustain-
able Afghan capacity and self-sufficiency. And
when we’ve needed additional forces to ad-
vance that goal or we’ve needed to make ad-
justments in terms of our timetables, then
we’ve made those adjustments. Today I want
to update the American people on our efforts.
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Since taking the lead for security earlier this
year, Afghan forces have continued to step up.
This has been the first fighting season where
Afghans have largely been on their own. And
they are fighting for their country bravely and
tenaciously. Afghan forces continue to hold
most urban areas. And when the Taliban has
made gains, as is—as in Kunduz, Afghan forces
backed by coalition support have been able to
push them back. This has come at a very heavy
price. This year alone, thousands of Afghan
troops and police have lost their lives, as have
many Afghan civilians.

At the same time, Afghan forces are still not
as strong as they need to be. They are develop-
ing critical capabilities: intelligence, logistics,
aviation, command and control. And mean-
while, the Taliban has made gains, particularly
in rural areas, and can still launch deadly at-
tacks in cities, including Kabul. Much of this
was predictable. We understood that as we
transitioned, that the Taliban would try to ex-
ploit some of our movements out of particular
areas and that it would take time for Afghan se-
curity forces to strengthen. Pressure from Pak-
istan has resulted in more Al Qaida coming in-
to Afghanistan, and we’ve seen the emergence
of an ISIL presence. The bottom line is, in key
areas of the country, the security situation is
still very fragile, and in some places, there is
risk of deterioration.

Fortunately, in President Ghani and Chief
Executive Abdullah, there is a national unity
Government that supports a strong partnership
with the United States. During their visit earli-
er this year, President Ghani and I agreed to
continue our counterterrorism cooperation,
and he has asked for continued support as Af-
ghan forces grow stronger.

Following consultations with my entire na-
tional security team, as well as our internation-
al partners and Members of Congress, Presi-
dent Ghani, and Chief Executive Abdullah,
I’m therefore announcing the following steps,
which I am convinced offer the best possibility
for lasting progress in Afghanistan.

First, I’ve decided to maintain our current
posture of 9,800 troops in Afghanistan through
most of next year, 2016. Their mission will not

change. Our troops will continue to pursue
those two narrow tasks that I outlined earlier:
training Afghan forces and going after Al Qai-
da. But maintaining our current posture
through most of next year, rather than a more
rapid drawdown, will allow us to sustain our ef-
forts to train and assist Afghan forces as they
grow stronger, not only during this fighting
season, but into the next one.

Second, I have decided that instead of going
down to a normal Embassy presence in Kabul
by the end of 2016, we will maintain 5,500
troops at a small number of bases, including at
Bagram, Jalalabad in the east, and Kandahar in
the south.

Again, the mission will not change. Our
troops will focus on training Afghans and coun-
terterrorism operations. But these bases will
give us the presence and the reach our forces
require to achieve their mission. In this sense,
Afghanistan is a key piece of the network of
counterterrorism partnerships that we need,
from South Asia to Africa, to deal more broadly
with terrorist threats quickly and prevent at-
tacks against our homeland.

Third, we will work with allies and partners
to align the steps I am announcing today with
their own presence in Afghanistan after 2016.
In Afghanistan, we are part of a 42-nation co-
alition, and our NATO allies and partners can
continue to play an indispensable role in help-
ing Afghanistan strengthen its security forces,
including respect for human rights.

And finally, because governance and devel-
opment remain the foundation for stability and
progress in Afghanistan, we will continue to
support President Ghani and the national unity
Government as they pursue critical reforms.
New provincial Governors have been appoint-
ed, and President Ghani is working to combat
corruption, strengthen institutions, and uphold
rule of law. As I told President Ghani and
Chief Executive Abdullah yesterday, efforts
that deliver progress and justice for the Afghan
people will continue to have the strong support
of the United States. And we cannot separate
the importance of governance with the issues
of security. The more effective these reforms
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happen, the better off the security situation is
going to be.

We also discussed American support of an
Afghan-led reconciliation process. By now it
should be clear to the Taliban and all who op-
pose Afghanistan’s progress the only real way
to achieve the full drawdown of U.S. and for-
eign troops from Afghanistan is through a last-
ing political settlement with the Afghan Gov-
ernment. And likewise, sanctuaries for the Tal-
iban and other terrorists must end. And next
week, I’ll host Prime Minister Sharif of Paki-
stan, and I will continue to urge all parties in
the region to press the Taliban to return to
peace talks and to do their part in pursuit of
the peace that Afghans deserve.

In closing, I want to speak directly to those
whose lives are most directly affected by the
decisions I’m announcing today. To the Afghan
people, who have suffered so much: Ameri-
cans’ commitment to you and to a secure, sta-
ble, and unified Afghanistan, that remains
firm. Our two nations have forged a strategic
partnership for the long term. And as you de-
fend and build your country, today is a remind-
er that the United States keeps our commit-
ments.

And to our men and women in uniform: I
know that this means that some of you will ro-
tate back into Afghanistan. With the end of our
combat mission, this is not like 2010, when
nearly 500 Americans were killed and many
more were injured. But still, Afghanistan re-
mains dangerous; 25 brave Americans have
given their lives there this year.

I do not send you into harm’s way lightly. It’s
the most solemn decision that I make. I know
the wages of war in the wounded warriors I vis-
it in the hospital and in the grief of Gold Star
families. But as your Commander in Chief, I
believe this mission is vital to our national se-
curity interests in preventing terrorist attacks
against our citizens and our Nation.

And to the American people: I know that
many of you have grown weary of this conflict.
As you are well aware, I do not support the
idea of endless war, and I have repeatedly ar-
gued against marching into open-ended mili-

tary conflicts that do not serve our core securi-
ty interests.

Yet, given what’s at stake in Afghanistan and
the opportunity for a stable and committed ally
that can partner with us in preventing the
emergence of future threats and the fact that
we have an international coalition, I am firmly
convinced that we should make this extra ef-
fort. In the Afghan Government, we have a se-
rious partner who wants our help. And the ma-
jority of the Afghan people share our goals. We
have a bilateral security agreement to guide
our cooperation. And every single day, Afghan
forces are out there fighting and dying to pro-
tect their country. They’re not looking for us to
do it for them.

I’m speaking of the Afghan army cadet who
grew up seeing bombings and attacks on inno-
cent civilians who said, “Because of this, I took
the decision to join the army, to try and save
innocent people’s lives.” Or the police officer
training to defuse explosives. “I know it’s dan-
gerous work,” he says, but “I have always had a
dream of wearing the uniform of Afghanistan,
serving my people and defending my country.”

Or the Afghan commando, a hardened vet-
eran of many missions, who said, “If I start tell-
ing you the stories of my life, I might start cry-
ing.” He serves, he said, because “the faster we
bring peace, the faster we can bring education,
and the stronger our unity will grow. Only if
these things happen will Afghanistan be able to
stand up for itself.”

My fellow Americans, after so many years of
war, Afghanistan will not be a perfect place. It’s
a poor country that will have to work hard on its
development. There will continue to be con-
tested areas. But Afghans like these are stand-
ing up for their country. If they were to fail, it
would endanger the security of us all. And
we’ve made an enormous investment in a stable
Afghanistan. Afghans are making difficult, but
genuine, progress. This modest, but meaning-
ful, extension of our presence—while sticking
to our current, narrow missions—can make a
real difference. It’s the right thing to do.

May God bless our troops and all who keep
us safe. And may God continue to bless the
United States of America.
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The President’s Afghanistan Policy

Q. Mr. President, can you tell us how disap-
pointing this decision is for you? Is this a—can
you tell us how disappointing this decision is
for you?

The President. This decision is not disap-
pointing. Continually, my goal has been to
make sure that we give every opportunity for
Afghanistan to succeed while we’re still making
sure that we’re meeting our core missions.

And as I’ve continually said, my approach is
to assess the situation on the ground, figure out
what’s working, figure out what’s not working,
make adjustments where necessary. This isn’t
the first time those adjustments have been
made; this won’t probably be the last.

What I’m encouraged by is the fact that we
have a Government that is serious about trying
to deliver security and the prospects of a better
life for the Afghan people. We have a clear ma-
jority of the Afghans who want to partner with
us and the international community to achieve
those goals. We have a bilateral security ar-
rangement that ensures that our troops can op-
erate in ways that protect them while still
achieving their mission. And we’ve always
known that we had to maintain a counterter-
rorism operation in that region in order to
tamp down any reemergence of active Al Qai-
da networks or other networks that might do us
harm.

So this is consistent with the overall vision
that we’ve had. And frankly, we anticipated, as
we were drawing down troops, that there
would be times where we might need to slow
things down or fill gaps in Afghan capacity.
And this is a reflection of that. And it’s a dan-
gerous area.

So part of what we’re constantly trying to
balance is making sure that Afghans are out
there, they’re doing what they need to do, but
that we are giving them a chance to succeed
and that we’re making sure that our force pos-
ture in the area for conducting those narrow
missions that we need to conduct, we can do so
relatively safely. There are still risks involved,

but force protection, the ability of our Embas-
sies to operate effectively, those things all fac-
tor in.

And so we’ve got to constantly review these
approaches. The important thing I want to em-
phasize, though, is, is that the nature of the
mission has not changed. And the cessation of
our combat role has not changed.

Now, the 25 military and civilians who were
killed last year, that always weighs on my mind.
And 25 deaths are 25 too many, particularly for
the families of the fallen. But understand, rela-
tive to what was involved when we were in an
active combat role and actively engaged in war
in Afghanistan was a different, very different
scenario.

So here, you have a situation where we have
clarity about what our mission is. We’ve got a
partner who wants to work with us. We’re go-
ing to continually make adjustments to ensure
that we give the best possibilities for success.
And I suspect that we will continue to evaluate
this going forward, as will the next President.
And as conditions improve, we’ll be in a posi-
tion to make further adjustments.

But I’m absolutely confident this is the right
thing to do. And I’m not disappointed because
my view has always been, how do we achieve
our goals while minimizing the strain and expo-
sure on our men and women in uniform and
make sure that we are constantly encouraging
and sending a message to the Afghan people,
this is their country, and they’ve got to defend
it? But we’re going to be a steady partner for
them.

Okay? Thank you, everybody.

NOTE: The President spoke at 11:04 a.m. in
the Roosevelt Room at the White House. In
his remarks, he referred to Abdul Saboor and
Wahidullah Zazai, trainee cadets, Afghan Na-
tional Army; and Jan Ali, explosive ordnance
disposal technician trainee, Afghan National
Police. He also referred to the Islamic State of
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) terrorist organiza-
tion.
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