
 

 

 

September 9, 2014 

 

The Honorable John F. Kerry 

Secretary of State 

 

Dear Secretary Kerry: 

 

Thank you for your department’s response to my inquiry concerning a State Department project to 

construct six communication towers in Afghanistan.1 Based on the information provided, it appears 

that the towers built in connection with this $6.5 million project were never used as intended.2 The 

purpose of this letter is to request additional information that will assist my office in its inquiry to 

determine the extent to which this project resulted in a waste of Afghanistan reconstruction funds. 

 

According to your department’s response, “The overall objective of this towers project was to expand 

and enhance media provider coverage and telecommunication services to the civilian Afghan 

population in underserved and strategically important… provinces via television, radio, and 

telephonic mediums.”3 The response also stated that the towers were considered to be “one of the 

highest Strategic Communications priorities for the Department of State” in Afghanistan.4 However, 

“After it became clear that the towers could not be used for their originally intended purpose, the 

Department considered alternatives but determined that there was no available foreign assistance 

or other State Department use for the towers.”5 

 

Given this information, I am concerned that the officials responsible for planning and executing this 

project did not take into consideration a number of apparent red flags which were evident prior to 

the decision to commit over $6.5 million in U.S. taxpayer funds. Based on the records provided to 

SIGAR, such red flags included serious concerns expressed by senior State Department personnel, 

Department of Defense (DOD) flag officers, and Afghan officials regarding the viability of the project. 

Specifically, concerns were raised that Afghan telecom providers would not connect to the system, 

and that DOD did not want the towers because of the high cost of fueling the towers’ generators. 

Despite these concerns, the State Department moved forward with construction.  

 

In addition to the concerns raised by the information provided SIGAR your department’s response 

neglected to include key contractual and other documents referenced in that response and also 

indicated that that one of the communications towers turned over to DOD by the State Department 

would be used to provide cellular telephone coverage.6 However, in a March 28, 2014 letter to 

SIGAR, DOD indicated that the tower is in fact not being used.7 

                                                           

1 SIGAR received both unclassified and classified responses, however, only unclassified information is included in this letter. See 

Attachment II – U.S. Department of State Response to SIGAR-14-37-SP dated March 21, 2014. 

2 The total amount spent on the media towers and associated facilities.  

3 See Attachment II – U.S. Department of State Response to SIGAR-14-37-SP dated March 21, 2014, p. 1. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Ibid, p. 4. 

6 Ibid. 

7 See Attachment I – U.S. Department of Defense Response to SIGAR-14-37-SP dated March 28, 2014, p. 1. 
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To enable us to complete our inquiry and to resolve the new questions raised by your department’s 

response, please provide the following information:  

 SIGAR has learned that, in addition to the six towers referenced in our initial February 25, 

2014 inquiry letter, a seventh tower already in existence at Kandahar Air Field was 

brought into this program bringing the total number of towers to 7. This 7th tower was 

later transferred to DOD for $150,000. Why was the tower transferred to DOD? Records 

reviewed by SIGAR staff indicate that insurgent threats prevented DOD from enlisting 

Afghan users of this tower. Was this tower ever used? If so, how was it used? 

 Your department’s response stated that, “Granting the towers to the Afghan government 

was considered, however as the Afghan Government continued to struggle with lacking 

resources and technical capacity to operate and maintain these towers, this option was 

rejected for the safety and welfare of the public, as well as other reasons.” It has been 

reported that an International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) helicopter recently hit a 

tower during night operations in southern Afghanistan killing one ISAF member.8 How are 

the six communications towers at issue here being marked for air traffic safety?  

 Please provide background information on and documentation concerning the role that 

the communication towers were to play in supporting the following State Department 

programs discussed in their response to our initial inquiry.  

o Countering Extremist Voices - Strengthening People to People Ties,  

o Operation Palisades, and 

o Expeditionary Cellular Communications System.  

 In the information provided in your response to SIGAR we found that on August 20, 2011, 

senior State Department officials suspended and planned to end the communication 

tower project. On September 1, 2011, a Decision Memo recommended approval for 

construction of seven towers. Why was the decision made to move ahead with 

construction despite the prior decision to terminate? 

 Information SIGAR received indicates that the State Department has tried to auction off 

some of the towers in an attempt to recover a portion of the fund’s investment in the 

towers program. What have been the results of this effort? 

Please provide your response no later than September 24, 2014. I am submitting this request 

pursuant to my authority under Public Law No. 110-181, as amended, and the Inspector General Act 

of 1978, as amended. Please provide the requested information to Jack Mitchell, Director of the 

Office of Special Projects, at  or . Please contact him 

if you have any questions. 

 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

John F. Sopko 

Special Inspector General  

    for Afghanistan Reconstruction 

                                                           

8 National Broadcasting Company World News. “Three Americans Injured, One ISAF Soldier Dead in Chopper Crash." NBCnews.com. 

http://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/three-americans-injured-one-isaf-soldier-dead-chopper-crash-n117181 (accessed August 20, 

2014). 

http://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/three-americans-injured-one-isaf-soldier-dead-chopper-crash-n117181
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Attachment(s):  

 

I – U.S. Department of Defense Response to SIGAR-14-37-SP dated March 28, 2014  

 

II – U.S. Department of State, Public Affairs Section, U.S. Embassy, Kabul Response to 

SIGAR-14-37-SP dated March 21, 2014 

 

III – SIGAR-14-37-SP Inquiry Letter: Communications Towers dated February 25, 2014 
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ATTACHMENT I: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE RESPONSE TO 

SIGAR-14-37-SP DATED MARCH 28, 2014 
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ATTACHMENT II: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE, PUBLIC AFFAIRS 

SECTION, U.S. EMBASSY, KABUL RESPONSE TO SIGAR-14-37-SP 

DATED MARCH 21, 2014 
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ATTACHMENT III: SIGAR-14-37-SP INQUIRY LETTER: 

COMMUNICATIONS TOWERS DATED FEBRUARY 25, 2014 
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