April 8, 2021
The Honorable Lloyd J. Austin III
Secretary
Department of Defense
1000 Defense Pentagon
Washington, D.C. 20301
Dear Secretary Austin:
We write to encourage the Department of Defense (DOD) to expand public access to
information. After four years of defying democratic norms and resisting congressional oversight
under the Trump administration, the Pentagon now has an important opportunity to begin to
repair its damaged relationship with Congress and the American people. 1
Specifically, we request that DOD resume publishing the number of U.S. military
personnel deployed to Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria; declassify or otherwise make available for
public release Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) performance metrics that
were previously classified by the Trump administration; improve compliance with statutory
reporting requirements; and expand public access to unclassified DOD reports.
We recognize that as the incoming Secretary of Defense, you have inherited several
urgent institutional crises, ranging from the growing threat of violent extremism to eliminating
the scourge of sexual assault and harassment within the military’s ranks. We appreciate the
leadership you have already demonstrated to address these and other pressing challenges with
significant ramifications for the readiness of our armed forces.2
It is important for the department to restore its commitment to transparency and
congressional oversight. The Trump administration systematically rejected these democratic
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norms and undermined the ability of the American people and their elected representatives in
Congress to conduct oversight of Pentagon operations.
For example, in 2017, DOD began to classify or withhold previously public information
related to the U.S. mission in Afghanistan and support for the ANDSF. According to the Special
Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), these data included critical
performance metrics about the strength and readiness of the ANDSF, district-by-district
assessments of Taliban influence and territorial control, and statistics related to the number of
enemy-initiated attacks and effective enemy-initiated attacks in Afghanistan.3
The following year, the Trump administration began to withhold information from public
release related to the number of U.S. troops in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. 4 DOD also
repeatedly failed to meet mandated reporting requirements during the Trump administration.
This led the House Committee on Appropriations to conclude that DOD held a “dismissive
attitude toward oversight” and showed that “the [department’s] contravention of the
constitutional authority of the United States Congress has now become habitual.”5
At a time when public trust in the U.S. military has diminished, we believe that DOD has
an important opportunity under your leadership to begin to rebuild its relationship with Congress
and the American people. 6 We appreciate that during your confirmation hearing, you noted that
“public transparency regarding military operations and the civilian leadership’s decision making
on defense matters is critical to ensuring our defense policies are accountable to the American
people.” 7 You also assured the Senate that under your leadership, DOD would respect
Congress’s constitutional oversight role and “be forthcoming and transparent.”8
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We welcome these commitments and look forward to working with you to ensure the
department meets the highest standards of transparency and democratic accountability, while
judiciously protecting sensitive and classified information. To that end, we encourage DOD to:
1.

Restore public access to information related to the number of U.S. military
personnel currently and previously deployed to Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, as
required by the fiscal year 2019 National Defense Authorization Act; 9

2.

Restore public access to data about the U.S. war in Afghanistan, including
information that SIGAR has previously identified as unclassified. 10 This should
include performance metrics about the strength and readiness of the ANDSF,
district-level assessments of Taliban influence and territorial control, and statistics
related to the number of enemy-initiated attacks; and

3.

Comply with statutory reporting requirements to the greatest extent possible as
prescribed by law, and increase public access to unclassified, congressionally
mandated reports. Under current law, DOD has broad discretion to release such
reports, which are created at taxpayer expense and concern not only national
security but also law enforcement, medical care for military families, and
countless other issues of importance to the public.

In a February 4, 2021, memorandum, President Biden stated that “[t]he revitalization of
our national security and foreign policy workforce requires a recommitment to the highest
standards of transparency.”11 By implementing these and other measures, DOD can assist the
President in meeting this goal, make a clean break from the damaging policies of the Trump
administration, and begin to repair the public’s trust in the department and our armed services.
We thank you for your attention to these important matters.
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Sincerely,

________________________
Stephen F. Lynch
Chairman
Subcommittee on
National Security
cc:

__________________________ ________________________
Gerald E. Connolly
Katie Porter
Chairman
Member of Congress
Subcommittee on Government
Operations

The Honorable Glenn Grothman, Ranking Member
Subcommittee on National Security
The Honorable Jody Hice, Ranking Member
Subcommittee on Government Operations

