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The buildup for Afghan President Hamid Karzai's recent meeting at the White House with President Bush could not have been more impressive. Just before the two leaders conferred, Karzai delivered an eloquent address to a joint meeting of Congress which was interrupted by applause 18 times, including three standing ovations.

Karzai thanked the United States for all it had done to free his country from the tyranny of the Taliban and al-Qaeda. But he also offered a caution: "Our common journey is far from over. Many obstacles exist, and numerous milestones remain to be reached before we can fully realize our shared vision of a stable, prosperous and democratic Afghanistan."

Unfortunately, this part of Karzai's message seems to have been lost on its way down Pennsylvania Avenue. If Karzai was expecting any major new U.S. assistance on this, his fourth visit to Washington, he was in for a letdown.

In the Rose Garden after their meeting, Bush described Afghanistan as the "first victory in the war on terror" and commended Karzai for being "a strong ally." The President's glowing words were hardly matched by deeds. He announced only a modest $9 million initiative involving small programs for teacher training, democracy building, cultural exchanges, and promotion of trade and small business.

But regrettably, Bush neither mentioned nor offered any new assistance for the three most urgent challenges Karzai identified in his Capitol Hill address, beginning with the need to disarm and demobilize Afghanistan's private militias.

To date, the Bush administration has seemed unenthusiastic about supporting United Nations-backed efforts to disarm the warlords. What is needed is a clear commitment to the total demobilization of these militias and an extension of the NATO-led international security umbrella to the provinces.

Nor did Bush mention the alarming rise in narcotics trafficking. Afghanistan has again become the world's largest source of heroin, producing 3,600 tons of opium last year or 75 percent of the world's output. Narcotics now accounts for 40 percent of Afghanistan's economy. According to the International Crisis Group, Afghanistan is in clear danger of "descending from a narco-economy into a narco-state."

Yet the Bush administration has remained strangely passive about countering this growing drug menace. The United States and NATO-led forces should become full partners in combatting the Afghan drug trafficking network. That includes going after the druglords (and destroying their heroin laboratories) as well as providing economic alternatives to small farmers who depend on opium for their livelihood.

Finally, Bush failed to respond to Karzai's call for "accelerating the reconstruction of Afghanistan through long-term commitments." Bush has promised a Marshall Plan for Afghanistan, but has failed to deliver. Reconstruction costs for the next seven years are estimated at $28 billion. This year, the administration has pledged $2.2 billion for relief and rebuilding, but next year that drops to $1.2 billion. Funding should be doubled, not cut by 45 percent.

At the end of his address to Congress, Karzai thanked America for helping his country out of an era of oppression and terror. Afghanistan's people, he said, "remember you for every help that you have given us. And we will have that in our books written in golden letters."

The United States must do all it can to ensure that the last chapter of that book is a happy one. Afghanistan's future stability - and our national security - depend on it. Contrary to what the President said, we have not yet won the first battle of the war on terror.
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